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ABSTRACT
AN ADAPTATION OF THE TSWANA INITIATION RITES AS A
CHRISTIAN DISCIPLESHIP MINISTRY
Lynn D. Shmidt

Bogwera is the puberty initiation rite of the Tswana men who live if
Botswana and South Africa. It marks the transition from boyhood to
manhood, and it is considered that the uninitiated will remain a boy all his

life. Christianity was introduced to the Tswana people nearly 200 years aE
by Western missionaries who considered participation in initiation
ceremonies a sign of paganism. Largely due to the influence of Western
Christian missions, initiation ceremonies of men have been discontinued.

The loss of initiation, which formerly socialized boys to adulthood, create(
cultural void that is marked by disorientation and a loss of identity among
Tswana male youths. My research has investigated the cultural

consequences of the termination of Tswana initiation rites and developed ::
functional substitute that will enable young men to be recognized socially
responsible adults who live as faithful followers of Christ.
The loss of the means to achieve adult status in Tswana culture has
frustrated young men's ability to attain their ideals of manhood, and has
contributed to the breakdown of Tswana society. Social breakdown is

characterized by an increasing tendency today for men to act with cultural

--

inappropriate behavior, which is demonstrated in statistical data that indue
the incidence of AIDS, alcohol abuse, suicide, and marital infidelity.

By addressing this problem through discussion groups in the Churcl
of the Nazarene, Tswana Christians were able to see that their cultural

ide~

of manhood and biblical ideals are comparable, and that they share a
common goal of producing mature responsible adults.
With the Nazarene congregations, a local theology of initiation was
described that reflects both cultural and Christian meanings of manhood.
Tswana Christians evaluated the elements of initiation through their
understanding of Scripture and produced a new model of initiation that is
culturally relevant and biblically sound. It challenges initiates to follow
Jesus into manhood, which means being transformed into his likeness and

character. The new model of initiation is a means of discipling young mer
in the church without disconnecting them from their own culture.

ACKNOWLEGEMENTS

I wish to thank the families who were my hosts in Botswana and
South Africa while I collected data for my research. I know I disrupted the
routines, but they showed me gracious hospitality. James Nkgwang in
Moshupa shared his village's serenity. Anias Marakalala in Gaborone
generously gave up his car for three months to be sure I was able to get to
appointments and meetings with people without delay. Harry Maluleka in
Roslyn, South Africa guided me to sources and people by tirelessly escortir
me for several days. I deeply appreciate their generosity.
I could not have located the sources I needed at the University of
Botswana without the aid of two proficient librarians, Mrs. Monakgi and
Ruth Baibile, who went out of their way to accommodate my requests for
articles and books concerning Tswana culture and history. I also want to
thank the staffs of the National Reference Library of Botswana, The
Botswana Society, and the Government Statistics Office for their help. I
thank Superintendent Ramphile and Assistant Superintendent Nthibo of the
Botswana Police Operations Office for helping me understand the police
system in Botswana and how to request the information I was seeking.
I am grateful to the faculty of the E. Stanley Jones School of World
Mission and Evangelism at Asbury Theological Seminary for their experti~

and their encouragement to complete this project. A special thanks to Dr.
Darrell Whiteman, my mentor, and my readers, Dr. Eunice Irwin and Dr.
Terry Muck, who kept me accountable, on track in my writing, and
challenged me to expand my perspectives of issues related to theology and
culture.
My greatest appreciation is for my greatest supporter, who allowed
me to work full time on my dissertation for nearly two years; I could not
have done it without Shearon, my wife. She has been the heart of my

hom~

a co-laborer in my work, the companion of my travels, and the inspiration (
my best work.
Grow old along with me!
The best is yet to be,
The last of life, for which the first was made.
(Robert Browning in "Rabbi Ben Ezra")
Finally, thanks to the Lord, Jesus Christ for giving me wisdom and
strength to see this project through to completion.

11

Table of Contents

Pag(
Acknowledgments

• 1

List of Tables .. .

Xv

List of Figures. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

XVI

Chapter
1.

The Dilemma: A Socially Recognized Adult or a Faithful
Follower of Christ? . . . .
Two Contrasting Scenarios.
Introduction to Initiation Rites .
African Context

1

1
. 4

.

5

A Personal Interest

6

Defining the Problem and Sub-problems

. 10

Statement of the Problem. . . . . . .

. 11

First Sub-problem . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 11
Second Sub-problem.

12

Third Sub-problem. .

12

Fourth Sub-problem . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1~
Fifth Sub-problem.

14

The Delimitations .

14

The Assumptions .

14

111

Methodology . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

16

The Researcher and the Research Community.

16

Research Units . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

18

Research Unit 1: Tswana Cultural Ideals of
Manhood . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

18

Research Unit 2: Role Loss of Adult Male.

20

Research Unit 3: The Relationship of
Christianity and Tswana Culture .
Research Unit 4: Biblical Perspectives
of Manhood . . . . . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . . 22

. .. 24

Research Unit 5: Contextual Theology and a
Model of Initiation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 26

2.

Organization of the Study.

28

Summary and Conclusion.

31

Notes . . . . . .. . . .. .

33

Understanding One' s Place in the World and How
to Get There: A Review of Literature . . . . . . . . . . . 34
Concepts of Social Structure . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 35
Definitions of Status and Role.

36

Status Sets and Role Sets. . . .

36

Sequences of Role-sets and Status-sets

.. 37

Ascribed Status Versus Achieved Status . . . . . . . . 38

IV

Role Loss . . . . . . . . . . .

. . . . 39

Social Structure of the Batswana

40

Social Institutions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 43
Tribe or Chiefdom . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 43
Household . . .

. 44

Central Towns . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 45
Kinship-Relatives by Blood. . . . . . . . . . . . 45
Kinship-Relatives by Marriage.

. . . . . . . 47

Totem Groups.

. . . . . . . 47

Age Sets . . . .

48

Ritual Process-Rites of Passage. . . . . . . . . . . . . 50
Separation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 52
Liminality

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 52

Communitas.

. 54

Reintegration. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 55
Initiation as a Religious Rite of Passage
in African Context. . . . . . .
. . . . . . . . . 56
Initiation is a Religious Ritual . . . . . . . . . . . . . 56
Tswana Initiation. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 60
Summary and Conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 67
Notes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 70
v

Being Adult, Being Male: The Meaning and Means of
Becoming a Tswana Man .
Marks of Manhood

71
73

Respect. . . . .

73

Power/Authority.

77

WisdomlResponsibility

79

Wealth . . . .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 82
Cattle . . . . .

82

Wife or Wives

82

House . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

.. 83

Property.

83

Marriage ..

84

Work . . . . . . . . . . . .

86

Means of Attaining Manhood .

88

The Traditional Initiation Ceremony.

90

Separation Rites. . . . . . . . . .

. 90

The Initiation Camp

91

Circumcision. . . .

91

Camp Organization.

91

Daily Routine . . ..

93

Vi

Instruction and Discipline . . . . . . . . . . . . . 94
Returning to Society . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 95
Contemporary Attitudes toward Initiation.

96

Traces of Initiation in Contemporary Society. . . . . 98
The Way to Manhood Today . . . . . . . . . . . . . 100
A Biblical Interaction with Tswana Manhood.

4.

. 105

Summary and Conclusion.

115

Notes . . . . . . . . . . . .

116

Searching for Identity: Evidence of Role Loss
among Tswana Men . . . . . . . . . . . .

.117

Introduction to Deviant Behavior

121

Deviant Behavior Defined . .

121

Deviant Behavior in Tswana Context.

123

Other Factors Influencing Cultural Change
and Deviant Behavior. . . . . . . . . .

126

Urbanization. . . .

126

Economic Factors.

128

Communication and Media Factors.

129

Evidence of Role Loss in Botswana.

130

Alcohol Abuse

131

Suicide . . . .

136

Vll

5.

Failure . . . . . .

137

Anomie . . . . .

138

Sexual Behavior. . . . . . . . . .

139

Sexually Transmitted Diseases

140

AIDS. . . . . . . .

141

Teenage Pregnancy

143

Marriage. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

146

Role Loss among the Batswana in South Africa.

147

The Need for Finding One ' s Identity

149

Conclusion .

150

Notes . . . .

153

The Historical Relationship between Christianity
and Tswana Culture . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 154
Pre-Colonial Period: Introduction of
Christianity (1808-1885) .

156

Pioneer Missionaries. . .

157

Missionary Misconceptions of Tswana Culture

158

The Tswana Concept of God . . .

158

The Inferiority of Tswana Culture.

160

Missionary Disposition to Dislike
Tswana Customs . . . . . .. . . . . . . . . . . 163
Bride Price. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 164
Vlll

Polygamy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 166
Initiation. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 167
Rainmaking and Beer Drinking. . . . . .

172

Missionary Influences That Were Beneficial
To Tswana Culture . . . . . . . . . . . .

175

Material Objects and Useful Tools . . . . . . . . 175
The Bible and Tswana Literature.

175

Education . . . . . . . . . . . .

177

Missionary Support of British Rule.

179

Colonial Period: Extension of Christianity
(1885-1966). . . . . .

181

Nominal Christianity.

183

Decline of Tribal Authority.

187

Initiation Rites. . .

187

The Chieftainship.

188

Resurgence of Cultural Identification
Post Colonial Period: Christianity's New Look
(1966-Today). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Attempts to Contextualize Traditional Practices.

190

193
194

A Christian Response to Traditional
Tswana Culture. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 196

IX

Implications of Contextual Christianity for
Discipleship Ministry. . . . . . . . . .

6.

198

Summary.

201

Notes .. .

203

Making the Message Meaningful: A Review of
Contextualization. . . . . . . . . . . .
. . . . . . 205
Major Contributions to Understanding
Contextualization. . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . . 207

The Historical Context of Contextualization
in Africa. . . . . . . . . . . . . .

211

An Era ofNon-Contextualization.

211

F our Case Studies of Attempts to Contextualize
African Rituals . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ..

214

Rites of Passage in Swaziland. . . .

. 215

Initiation Rites in Southern Malawi.

. 216

Attitudes toward Initiation Rites in Blantyre
Malawi . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

. 217

Female Initiation in Kenya
Lessons Learned from Case Studies.

220
. 221

Models of Contextualization. . . . . . . . .

223

Synthetic Model-Stephen B. Bevans. .

223

Critical Contextualization-Paul G. Hiebert . . . . . 224
Functional Substitutes as a Model for Creating a
Christian Discipleship Ministry . . . . . . . . . . . . 227
x

7-

Summary and Implications of Contextualization

228

Notes. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

231

A Biblical Interaction with Tswana Initiation: the Motive
for New Contextualized Practices. . . . . . . . . ..

232

Initiation and Discipleship: Personal Transformation
through Discipline . . . . . . . . . . . _ . .

. 234

Developing Men to Be Socially and Spiritually
Mature. . . . . . . . . . . . . .

. 239

Element One-Separation Rites

. 244

Protection of the Boys. . .

244

Men Accompany the Boys

246

Submission to Elders . . .

246

Element Two-The Initiation Camp.

248

The Campsite . . . . . .

248

Lining Boys Up by Rank

249

Treatment of Fireplaces .

250

Element Three--Circumcision .

251

Element Four-Camp Organization.

253

Shepherds. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 254
Ward Leader or Teacher.

254

Camp Principal . . . . .

256

Xl

Element Five-Daily Routine

257

Teaching Lessons . . . . .

257

Vigorous Activities in the Bush.

259

Evening Activities. . . . . . . .

260

Element Six-Instruction and Discipline.

261

Teaching with Songs and Proverbs.

261

Morals and Rules of Conduct.

264

Camp Discipline. . . . . . . .

265

Element Seven-Reintegration Rites.

267

A New Appearance.

267

Praise Poems . . . .

268

Spiritual Protection of New Men .

268

A Proclamation of Manhood

269

Community Celebration. . .

270

Celebration at Local Wards .

. . . . . . . .. 272

A Christian Adaptation of Traditional
Tswana Initiation. . . . . . . . . .

272

Goals.

272

Setting.

273

Preparation

275

Daily Routine and Schedule
xu

. 277

First Day . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 277
Daily Schedule

. 278

Friday of the Last Week.

279

Graduation. . . . . . . .

281

A Critique of the New Model of Initiation.

282

Compatibility with God's Intent for Manhood.

.. 284

Enabling One to Be Fully Christian and
Fully Tswana . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 287
The Intensity and Liminality of the New
Initiation Rite

8.

290

Summary .

294

Notes . ..

296

Missiological Implications of This Study.

298

The Importance of the Study. . . .

. . . 300

The Church's Position to Effect
Cultural Change. . . . . .

301

A New Role for a Missionary.

303

The Establishment of the Process
of Contextualization. . . . . .

. . . . . . . 305

Pastors' Involvement with Young Men
and Women . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 306
A Healthier Perspective of Gender Issues . . . . . . 307

Xlll

Renewal of the Church . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 308
A New Perspective on Church Rituals . . . . . . . . 309
Suggestions for Further Research

309

Female Initiation . . . . . . .

309

Implementing a New Model of Initiation.

. 312

Commissioned for the Task Ahead . . . . . . . . . . . 316
Notes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 320
Appendix A .

· 321

AppendixB.

323

AppendixC.

324

AppendixD ..

· 326

AppendixE . . . .

. 327

References Cited .

· 336

XIV

List of Tables
Page
Table 1. Discussion Findings on Cultural Ideals of Manhood . . . . .

107

Table 2. Alcohol-Related Traffic Accidents in Botswana.

133

Table 3. Treatment of Alcoholism. . . .

135

Table 4. Ritual of Dedication of Initiates

277

Table 5. Daily Schedule of Initiation Camp

279

Table 6. Ritual of Commitment . . . . . .

279

xv

List of Figures
Page
Figure 1. Bantu Tribes of Southern Africa

. 41

Figure 2. Structure of a Rite of Passage. .

. 52

Figure 3. The Initiation (Bogwera) Camp

.. 92

Figure 4. Suicide in Botswana . . . . . .

. 137

Figure 5. Sexually Transmitted Diseases in Botswana. . . . .

.140

Figure 6. AIDS Cases in Botswana. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 142

XVI

CHAPTER 1

The Dilemma: A Socially Recognized Adult or a Faithful Follower of
Christ?

Two Contrasting Scenarios
In 1984 a young man named Salani was a promising Bible School
student in the Eastern Transval of South Africa. He was in his second year
of study, involved in student ministry, and anticipating becoming a pastor
among his own tribe. After the June holiday, Salani failed to return to
classes for the start of the next term. As the school reopened and other
students came back, the story of Salani was revealed. His father and uncles
had forced Salani to attend his tribe's bush school, the initiation into
manhood. Salani was in his twenties and past the age of most bush school
participants because he had resisted it for several years due to his belief in
Jesus Christ.
This year was different. Salani had seemed very uncomfortable and
distressed during the first term at school. His family had put a lot of
pressure on him because he was not yet socialized as an adult, making him a
virtual pariah to his people. Finally, he agreed to attend the bush school, but
Salani never returned to the Bible School to resume his preparation for
1

2

ministry. Concerned friends kept in contact with him for a couple years, but
they said he never regained his former desire to live for Christ. He had
returned to the beliefs and customs of his forefathers. Jesus was perceived
to have lost relevance in his life.
The experiences of Salani and other similar young people in South
Africa are very troubling. My early concern for the initiation rite was
motivated by the story of Salani who was devastated in his spiritual walk
with the Lord. I inquired of the African principal of the Bible School,
"What do you do if young men like Salani want to return to the Bible
School?" He responded, "We don't allow them back into school for one to
two years." He viewed the training in the bush school as extensively antiChristian and explained that he did not know of any who returned with their
Christian witness intact. He said it takes a couple years for them to tum
their lives around and rededicate themselves to God. It seems the most
durable conversions are those that occur after the manhood initiation has
taken place.
In neighboring Botswana a different scenario has taken place
concerning manhood initiation or bogwera. In August of 1872 a young man
named Khama Boikanyo succeeded his father and became the paramount
chief of the Bamangwato (one of the Tswana tribes).) He entered that office

3

with a full commitment to live and to rule as a Clu·istian. He rejected several
traditional practices, including the male initiation rite, because they
interfered with his duty as a Christian. Instead Chief Khama favored
Christianity's instruction, because he was convinced that Christian teaching
was morally right and that it held the potential for peaceful life in his land
(Landau 1995:7). Following the biblical interpretations of missionaries,
Khama advocated monogamy, abstinence from alcohol, prayer instead of
rainmaking ceremonies, and the cessation of manhood initiation rites.
Although initiation ceremonies continued to be observed into the twentieth
century by some tribes in the Bechuanaland Protectorate (the pre2

independence political state), the majority of the Batswana abandoned the
practice because of the influence of Christianity (Schapera 1953:39).
As the sovereign over his Christian Kingdom, Chief Khama was
remembered as a "model African, a loyal colonial chief, Christian, steady
and beloved by his people" (Landau 1995:8). The Khama realm ended with
the advent of independence from Great Britain in 1965, but the legacy of
Khama Boikanyo continued. At independence Chief Khama's grandson,
Seretse Khama, took up the reins of government as president. Building on
earlier colonial laws that limited its practice, the new government continued
to discourage bogwera (initiation). Today the combined pressure of church

4

and state has brought about nearly complete abandonment of initiation rites
in all but one of the Tswana sub-tribes within Botswana. 3 The impact has
been detrimental to the social structure of the Batswana, because initiation is
the main means through which men are made aware and continually
reminded of their responsibilities as members of the community.
These are two very different scenarios which both clearly demonstrate
the problems facing young male Christians in these two countries. In the
first, case male youths in South Africa become affirmed as men socially, but
at the expense of no longer being counted as Christians by the church. In the
second case, boys in Botswana may grow to adulthood and maintain good
standing with the church, but their status as men is never formally
recognized by society. The church, neither in practice nor in theology, deals
adequately with the issue of manhood initiation rites in this area of Africa.

Introduction to Initiation Rites
The significance of initiation into manhood is grasped best by
understanding the larger African context of rites of passage. Details of the
rite of initiation are dealt with in greater detail in the literature review in the
next chapter, and the following paragraphs serve only to give an overview of
the meaning of initiation.

5

African Context
Dr. J. N. K. Mugambi, chairman of Religious Studies at the University
of Kenya, puts initiation in the context of traditional African education. He
says, "Rites of passage constitute an elaborate educational process in which
everyone in the community participates, both as a teacher and as a learner"
(1989:124). Rites of passage mark the transitions oflife that move an
individual from birth to death. It is a maturation process that makes people
aware of their responsibilities to the community. In African thought, life is
an integrated process and rites of passage reaffirm the interdependence of
people and generations. Just as children depend on the older generations for
food, shelter, and protection the older people depend on the younger
generations for support and care.
In Africa the main rites of passage are at birth, puberty, marriage, and

death. They mark the transition of members of the community from one
stage to the next through life. Respectively they emphasize childhood,
adulthood, parenthood, and renewal of life. Life is a continuous and
integrated process in African thought so that the completion of the life cycle
is not death but the renewal of life through a newborn child. Each rite of
passage launches the individual into the next stage of development and also
marks the end of the previous one. Rites connected with puberty mark the

6
end of childhood and initiate the adolescent into adulthood. Marriage marks
the end of unmarried adulthood and initiates spouses for responsible
parenthood. Death rites prepare individuals to cope capably with the reality
of death and also reaffirm that life does not end with physical death. Rites
that welcome a newborn child guide the child toward responsible maturation
and reinforce the belief that death does not win out (Mugambi 1989:123124). Each rite of passage prepares the person to encounter the next stage of
life with courage and responsibility.
The sequence of rites of passage in Africa represents a system of
education that engulfs the entire society. Through this process every
member of the community is prepared to participate in society. The cyclical
nature of the process of initiations maintains a cohesive social structure in
which each person along with his or her entire generation is prepared to cope
responsibly and confidently with all stages of life.
A Personal Interest
My interest in initiation rites began in the early 1980s when I was a
missionary in South Africa with the Church of the Nazarene. Periodically,
during the night the pulsating drums from a nearby female initiation school
signaled the graduation of another class of young women. Early in the

7

morning, their bodies smeared white, they ran past our house to get to a
nearby stream. This piqued my curiosity in initiation and rites of passage.
Although I never heard anyone disparage initiation of girls, the
initiation of boys seemed to present a great quandary to the church. When I
began to inquire about initiation rites, I soon discovered that very few men
were open to discuss it with me, and they often referred to secret tribal
knowledge that they must not divulge. The men to whom I talked, men with
.established marriages and families, all confided that they had themselves
gone through the traditional tribal initiation rites. (The only exception was a
man who grew up on a Christian mission station under the care of the
resident missionaries.) The concern of these men was not for themselves
because they had successfully passed through the transition into manhood
and were confident in their identities as adults. Their concern focused on the
Christian boys who were approaching the age of initiation. Generally, they
accepted earlier missionary teaching that the way to battle the evils of
initiation was to abolish the cultural practice all together. Also, recent
experience seemed to confirm that approach when young Christian men
returned from initiation schools having lapsed in their Christian fervor and
enthusiasm for living a Christian lifestyle.

8
When I transfened to Botswana in 1991 and learned that they no
longer practiced initiation rites I thought the problem for the church was
solved. My initial reaction was that without the disruption of initiation
schools young men would mature in their Christianity without a break.
However, my observations of young men in Botswana led me to believe that
they have a different set of obstacles to overcome. In Botswana, young men
generally exhibit behavior that is consistent with the loss of the role of
adulthood. Abandoning the means of becoming adult has resulted in
unacceptable, anti-social behavior that is often perceived as a lowering of
moral standards (i.e lack of respect and self-discipline) but is also sometimes
expressed through overt actions such as suicide and alcohol abuse (See
Chapter 4 for a full discussion). In an analysis of young African American
males, Paul Hill, Jr. reaches a similar conclusion about men who accept
society's definition of manhood but who are denied the resources to attain
masculinity through acceptable channels. In the American context manhood
is gained through independent strong achievement to which many African
American males are denied the means of access. He says, "Socially deviant
or unacceptable behavior occurs in certain groups within American society
because while the majority shares the basic goals of society, all do not share
the means of achieving those goals" (Hill 1992:30). In Botswana socially

9

unacceptable behavior, which has both psychological and cultural
dimensions, can be characterized as apathy and the reluctance to enter into
new social relations (predominantly man'iage relationships). This problem
concerns Christian leaders, and my goal in this study is to help the Christian
community of Botswana take positive strides towards the formation of
responsible men who become mature adults and mature Christians. The
Christian church must contextualize its forms of discipleship to be consistent
with the ideals of the African social and educational process. A Christian
adaptation and usage of rites of initiation would serve the purposes of both
the culture and the church.
Why focus on Botswana? I could have focused on initiation of boys
in South Africa or in Botswana because the implications of this study are
useful in both areas. However, I chose to examine predominantly the rites in
Botswana for two reasons, First, as I will show, the data demonstrate that
the consequences of the termination of initiation rites are profound for men
in Botswana. My suggestion to institute reconstructed rites where they have
long been absent could be embraced more readily there than in a situation
where revised initiations would rival existing rites. Secondly, my contacts in
Botswana were more recent, which I believe aided my field research.
Interviews were critical to my methodology, and through my established
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standing in Botswana I was able to live and function in villages and towns in
Botswana to obtain needed data.

Defining the Problem and Sub-problems
The loss of initiation in Botswana has created a cultural void
contributing to disorientation and loss of identity among the male youth.
Isaac Schapera noted that prior to 1932 the disciplinary force of initiation
was very strong. Boys who were known to have been disrespectful or
disobedient to their elders were treated especially severely during initiation.
By 1932 training for self-discipline and moral training was lacking in the
initiation camps. He judged that parents had become less vigilant in their
responsibility toward their children in regard to training, which generated an
increasing growth of irresponsibility among their children. They were
notably more irresponsible in regard to sex (Schapera 1941 :267). Today an
irresponsible attitude toward sex is exhibited by the 71.2% illegitimate birth
rate (Encyclopedia Britannica 200 1a). Other indicators I assessed were
occurrences of suicide, economic problems, and juvenile crime. Because the
relationships associated with the status of adult male have been
institutionally terminated the Tswana social structure has been damaged.
The means of achievement of the status of manhood have been cut off
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resulting in the features of role loss. This culturally defined deviant
behavior is marked by confusion of identity and indifference.
Statement of the Problem
This study evaluates the cultural consequences of the termination of
manhood initiation rites on young men of the Tswana tribe of southern
Africa. In collaboration with the Christian Tswana community we have
developed a functional substitute for initiation rites for the purpose of
Christian discipleship, helping young men to be recognized socially as
responsible adults who will also live as faithful followers of Christ.
The following sub-problems address the main problem. In the
"methodology" section of this chapter (pages 16-28) I layout methodologies
for five research units that correspond to these five sub-problems.
First Sub-problem
This research documents the traditional meaning of being an adult
male in the Tswana tribe and the means to achieve it. It also examines the
social structure of the Batswana to compare the historically traditional role
of manhood to the contemporary role. It answers questions such as: What
are the ideals of manhood? How do men and women's concepts of manhood
differ? Does the contemporary role of adult male differ from the traditional
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role? Are there new roles for men today and/or traditional roles that are no
longer relevant?
Second Sub-Problem
This research documents that Tswana men in Botswana evidence the
features of role loss (apathy and loss of identity) since the means of
achieving male adulthood have been lost. This is done through a
comparative study of Tswana men in Botswana and in South Africa by
interviewing men in both countries. It addresses the following questions: In
what ways do men today fall short of the ideals of manhood? What is the
cultural impact of the termination of initiation rites? Simply put, what was
better when initiations were done? How is apathy or other culturally
inappropriate behavior demonstrated today? What other factors influence
young men's behavior besides role loss? Contemporary issues of AIDS,
alcohol abuse, sex and marriage questions were examined. The loss of
initiation is a contributing factor to these patterns of behavior, which are
characteristic of social breakdown. However, I did not attempt to
demonstrate empirically any causal relationship.
Third Sub-Problem
This research documents that historically most Christian missionaries
thought that the means of becoming adult (initiation) were incompatible with

13
the Christian faith and that the benefit of the cultural practice was not worth
the spiritual impairment. To be relevant to contemporary Tswana society,
how should African Christians regard Tswana cultural practices such as
initiation? What would the implications be for discipleship if Christianity's
relationship to Tswana culture was contextual rather than non-contextual?
Fourth Sub-Problem
This research documents that Tswana cultural and biblical ideals of
manhood are comparable, and that Tswana cultural goals of manhood can be
attained through the means of Christian initiation. Because the history of
missions in Africa demonstrates the church's culpability in the termination
of initiation, it is the cultural responsibility of the Christian community to
help fmd means today for achieving adult male status, thus restoring health
to the identity of manhood in Botswana. With the help of the Christian
community in Botswana I developed the theological and biblical concepts
related to initiation. Reflections on the christological aspect of initiation
looks at how Jesus is introduced as part of God's universal ideal for
manhood and how Jesus integrates the physical and spiritual dimensions of
manhood.
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Fifth Sub-Problem
The final section of my research delineates a local theology of male
initiation and constructs a model of initiation that functionally meets cultural
needs and serves as a tool for Christian discipleship. This section is the
result of the cooperation with local Christian leaders in Botswana, which
reflects their feedback and input. Through these discussions with local
Christian leaders I illustrate a process for constructing a contextual model
that could be implemented by local Christians and community elders.
Implementing the actual model for Christian initiation exceeds the scope of
this research.

The Delimitations
I did not implement the model because of time limitations.
In working with Christian churches, I limited my involvement to the
Church of the Nazarene.

The Assumptions

1. The diversity of cultures is part of the process of creation and the gospel
should be "at home" in each culture. Lesslie Newbigin contends that
"there is no such thing as a pure gospel" (1989:144). By this he means
that understanding the gospel depends on the cultural meanings given to
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its content. Cultures and worldviews are not sinful or evil of themselves
although they may contain harmful and destructive elements. The
Christian church, as a community of faith, can and should challenge the
worldviews and evil practices of cultures in light of God's revelation.

2. Within cultures there exist symbols that can be used to illustrate biblical
truth. Symbols create much of the meaning in all aspects of initiation
rites. For example, the stripping off of clothes and seclusion in the
wilderness during initiation represent a form of death. In Symbol and

Ceremony, A. H. Mathias Zahniser discusses how symbols open doors of
meaning (1997:72-90). To be used in discipleship, cultural symbols that
are already rich in meaning need to be connected to Christian truth and to
the authentic involvement of God in the lives of the members of that
culture. Calvin Conkey, in his analysis of a Malay Muslim funeral rite,
concludes that ritual analysis (a thorough study of the symbols and
meanings of cultural rites) can be used to "determine significant
worldview themes which in tum can be utilized in the process of
contextualization of the gospel message" (1992:54).

3. There are subgroups within the Tswana tribe but they are sufficiently
similar in culture to refer to them simply as Batswana without
differentiation into subgroups.
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Methodology
The methodology of this research depended heavily on relational
elements between the researcher and the respondents in interviews and
group discussions. Some respondents were hesitant to divulge information
they regarded as sacred or secret tribal knowledge. I relied on the
relationships that I established over a seven-year period to open avenues of
investigation among individuals in villages and church populations in order
to probe deeper worldview understandings of social relationships.
The Researcher and the Research Community
My prior experience in Botswana spanned from 1991 to 1998 with the
Church of the Nazarene. During that time I was exposed to both urban and
rural populations of Batswana. Living in the capital city of Gaborone
exposed me to denominational and mission leaders of other churches,
government officials and offices, and to the growing urban population of
Tswana people. Three areas of my work aided me to establish relationships
throughout the rural areas of the country. First, I taught Bible classes in
several villages through Africa Nazarene School of Extension. Classes were
generally conducted in homes, which enabled me to meet many people in
informal settings. They were discussion oriented, enabling me to interact
with a variety of people. Second, I led evangelistic journeys into the desert

17
area of Botswana with a small team of local Christians. We got to know
people in several remote villages in western Botswana. In each village we
established relationships with several influential people of the village, such
as the headman,4 school administrators and teachers, and police officers.
This helped to legitimize our presence and work in those villages, and also
gave me a much wider scope of Tswana life than I would have gained just in
the eastern side of the country. The third opportunity I had was to work
closely with the pastors and church leaders of the Nazarene Church. For
several years I held the top administrative position for the Nazarene Church
in Botswana and therefore worked closely with pastors and various national
committees and boards that made up the Nazarene Church administration.
These three opportunities have given me wide exposure to the people and
institutions of Botswana, within the church and without and at various levels
of involvement.
My research focused on two locations in Botswana and one in South
Africa. From March to June of2001 I conducted research for 13 weeks in
Botswana in the village of Moshupa and the city of Gaborone. During that
same time period I spent two weeks in the South African city of Roslyn.
Because of my extensive contacts in these places I was able to access
churches, government offices, civic leaders, and people in several
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communities for conducting research. By including both rural and urban
communities I gained a more complete grasp of issues that shape
contemporary views of Tswana culture. Interviews and discussions were
conducted in Setswana (Tswana language) and English to accommodate men
of all ages and educational levels.
Research Units
My research problem suggests five research units that address the subproblems.
Research Unit 1: Tswana Cultural Ideals of Manhood. This research
identifies the meaning of being an adult male and the means for becoming an
5

adult male in Tswana culture. It is a comparative, ethnographic study of the
status of adult males in Tswana culture that looks at traditional and
contemporary ideals, roles, and means of attainment of manhood. The
purpose of this research is to identify and describe the beliefs, practices, and
behaviors related to becoming a man by comparing these cultural elements
before and after the intervention of European culture and missionary
Christianity.
I compiled data that describe Tswana cultural rites and ceremonies
(and any other means) used to induct a boy into manhood, including the
symbolism of artifacts used and the activities that take place. First, I
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collected data from a thorough review of literature relevant to Tswana
culture, especially literature relating to pre-colonial life of the Tswana
people. This included the multiple works of anthropologist, Isaac Schapera,6
and the earlier writings of missionaries of the London Missionary Society:
Robert Moffat, David Livingstone, John Mackenzie, and W. C. Willoughby.
Secondly, I conducted interviews in both urban and rural settings to
discern contemporary concepts of manhood among the Tswana. (See
Appendix A, "Questions for Interviews of Male Tswana Adults--#1-17")
Interviews included men in their 20s and 30s to gain a perspective of those
who have recently entered adulthood, and men in their late 40s and older
who may have taken part in the formation of regiments and who are now
fmnly established in adult institutions. Initially I tried to locate men who
frequented the kgotla (chiefs court) and 'who congregated around local bars.
The interviews were conducted primarily in both rural and urban settings.
The data I collected answer two basic questions. How does the
contemporary role of adult male differ from the traditional role? How does
the contemporary means of achieving adult status differ from the traditional
means? In other words, have contemporary influences of globalization,
education, Christianization, and modernity affected Tswana adult male
roles? I interpreted the data as an ethnographic study that focuses on a
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specific element of culture, namely Tswana manhood and the cultural
customs related to it.
Research Unit 2: Role Loss of Adult Male. This research identifies
social and cultural features that indicate role loss among Tswana men. This
unit demonstrates that behavior patterns of Tswana males are consistent with
role loss, and the evidence of it can be observed through a comparison of
Tswana social structure in Botswana and South Africa. I examine the
theoretical framework of social structure extensively in the literature review.
When the means of attaining adult status are lost the behaviors associated
with being adult become culturally inappropriate or are also lost. The major
consequence of role loss is apathy in the present and the inability to enter
into new social adult relations (Merton 1957:189).
Two types of data were acquired for this unit. First, I collected
anecdotal data from individual interviews of men in Botswana and South
Africa. See Appendix A, questions 14-16. Answers to these questions
indicate the self-awareness of the problems associated with role loss that are
experienced by young men. Crucial questions in the interviews of South
African men were "When did you no longer feel like a child?" and "What
made you feel like an adult?" These data describe the experiences of South
African Tswana men who were able to point to their rites of initiation as the
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time when they became adults and who exhibit less evidence of problems
related to role loss.
Secondly, I searched public records that show rates of AIDS, sexually
transmitted diseases, alcoholism, marriages, and illegitimate births and
depict these data chronologically. My sources of information were: the
National Reference Library, the Botswana National Archives and Records
Service, the Ministry of Labour and Home Affairs, the Ministry of Health,
the Botswana Police, and the University of Botswana Library. The data
were analyzed to determine significant trends of an increase in culturally
inappropriate behavior among young males. It demonstrates that culturally
inappropriate behaviors are prevalent in Tswana culture and that the
influence of the loss of the adult male role must be considered a contributing
factor to aberrant behavior. However, these obvious trends cannot be
attributed solely to role loss. Many other social factors such as media
influences, urbanization, economic factors, education, and acculturation of
Western beliefs and customs also influence contemporary social behavior.
My interpretation of the data depicts the loss of the adult male role as a
contributing factor to the deviant behavior seen among Tswana male youths.
My premise in this section is that the apathetic behavior patterns of
many Tswana males is at least partly the result of not being clearly identified
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as adults. An analysis of the statistical data and the anecdotal data identifies
common trends of behavior and demonstrates the confusion of contemporary
definitions of culturally appropriate behavior associated with being adult
male. As mentioned earlier I am not attempting to demonstrate that the loss
of the adult male role alone has caused the behavioral trends, but rather I am
showing that the theoretical prediction of the results of the loss of initiation
rites is consistent with the experience of Tswana men today.
Research Unit 3: The Relationship of Christianity and Tswana
Culture. This research demonstrates that historically a common attitude of
Christian missionaries was that the means of becoming adult (initiation) was
perceived to be incompatible with the Christian faith and that the benefit of
the cultural practice did not outweigh exposing boys to what they perceived
as pagan or Satanic practices. The data for this section were from a review
of literature that focuses on Christianity in Africa during the colonial period.
The historical responses of missionaries to many cultural issues in Africa,
such as polygamy, initiation rites, and rainmaking were generally similar,
and form the context of this section. My sources were primarily the writings
of the LMS missionaries mentioned earlier and of pioneer Wesleyan
missionary, Samuel Broadbent. Other significant sources included the
historical critique of colonialism in southern Africa by the Comaroffs, Of
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Revelation and Revolution (1991 , 1997), and the ethnohistoric research of
Isaac Schapera (1937b, 1938, 1941 , 1953 , and 1978).
The second part of this historical research examined cases in which
missionaries appreciated the significance of the cultural practice of
initiation, and attempted to accommodate cultural elements into Christian
practice in Africa. My primary source was the compilation of case studies
by James L. Cox in Rites of Passage in Contemporary Africa: Interaction
between Christian and African Traditional Religions (1998). The cases
presented by Cox furnish a commentary on the tension between Christianity
and cultural rites of passage. Several authors offer a valuable analysis of
why the tension exists and why some attempts at adapting cultural rituals to
Christianity have not had a lasting impact on the church or the culture. From
these analyses I have identified factors that influenced their effectiveness as
Christian ministries.
Finally, I interviewed African pastors of the Church of the Nazarene
who work among the Tswana tribe in the Republic of South Africa to see
how they handle the issue of initiation rites. It is not restricted there as it is
in Botswana. Interviews in Botswana and South Africa included men who
have experienced initiation ceremonies and those who have not. The data
from those interviews and questions 18-28 of the normal interviews bring
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the discussion of the relationship between Christianity and culture into an
up-to-date (post-colonial) context.
Research Unit 4: Biblical Perspectives of Manhood. This research
documents that Tswana cultural ideals of manhood are comparable to
biblical ideals of manhood, and that cultural goals of manhood can be
attained through the means of Christian initiation. Although the attitudes of
Christian missions to participation in initiation rites have historically been
negative, this study demonstrates the positive common goals of Christianity
and Tswana culture.
The first set of data I collected identify the behaviors and qualities that
the Tswana consider to characterize a good, responsible man, husband, and
father. I obtained this data through group discussions with members of two
Nazarene churches, and through a review of literature concerning Tswana
initiation and culture. Discussion questions are in Appendix B labeled
"Questions for Group Discussion--#4-1 0." These data describe the ideals of
manhood from the perspective of Tswana culture.
Secondly, I obtained a biblical description of the ideals of manhood in
Tswana context through an interpretation of Scripture. Through discussions
with Nazarene pastors in Botswana I collected data that present biblical
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concepts of a good, responsible man. See Appendix C for the questionnaire
I used to investigate a biblical theology of manhood.
To gain an adequate background for this unit I researched three
examples of biblical interpretations of manhood that were done in the United
States. Weldon Hardenbrook, the Evangelical Orthodox Bishop of Santa
Cruz, says there is a compelling chapter in the Bible that is a model for
masculinity. From Job 29 he identifies nine traits of Job that make him a
model for modem manhood (Hardenbrook 1986:12-19). David Hawkins
and Ross A. Tunnell III begin with contemporary issues facing American
men such as marriage, power, friendship, faith, work, and sexuality and
apply biblical understanding to them (1992:8). Donald Joy, in Men Under

Construction (1993), identifies several biblical masculine mentors who can
serve as models of "real men" for men of different personalities. I used
these as points of reference to give a broader base to understand biblical
ideals of manhood.
I interpreted the data of this unit in light of the inherent religious
(including Christian) meaning attached to initiation into manhood. Aylward
Shorter recognizes personal transformation as a positive meaning of
initiation. Each person who undergoes initiation is changed through a
process that recognizes maturity as its goal enabling the individual to
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develop his or her personality more fully (Shorter 1973: 127). John Mbiti
distinguishes four positive aspects of initiation that are consistent with
Christian values and with African culture. Briefly they are: (1) It introduces
one to the spirit realm, (2) It gives identity in relation to the family, (3) It
allows full adult privilege, and (4) It provides training through trials, which
teaches maturity (Mbiti 1990: 118). My analysis compares cultural values of
initiation and manhood from cultural and biblical perspectives with the
above features in mind.
Research Unit 5: Contextual Theology and a Model of Initiation. This
research delineates a contextual local theology of male initiation and
constructs a model of initiation that functionally meets cultural needs and
serves as a tool for Christian discipleship. The last two steps of Hiebert's
method of critical contextualization form the theoretical framework for this
unit.
I met with African pastors of the Church of the Nazarene in Botswana
to discuss and form a theology of initiation by looking at the past customs of
initiation in light of our biblical understanding. We used the following
questions to evaluate the initiation ritual:
1. What cultural symbols and rituals of initiation are not in line with
biblical principles?
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2. What cultural symbols and rituals of initiation are in line with biblical
principles?
3. What biblical symbols and rituals could be incorporated into an
initiation ceremony?
This led us to see which symbols and rituals could be used as they were,
which needed to be adapted, and which needed to be thrown out completely.
These discussions provided the material for constructing a model of
initiation, established on biblical principles that also met cultural
expectations.
The men's ministry of the South Church of the Nazarene in Gaborone,
Botswana developed the new model of initiation. In this step I acted only as
a facilitator by providing the men with the data of previous discussions and a
clear mandate to develop a new ritual that expresses the Christian meaning
of initiation. To be an adequate functional substitute for the traditional
initiation rite, the model developed by the men needed to meet certain
criteria. I evaluated it by reflecting on the following questions:
1. Is this model of initiation compatible with God's universal intention
for manhood?
2. Does it enable one to be both fully Christian and fully Tswana?
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3. Is this rite equal in intensity and liminality to the traditional Tswana
rite?
A critique of the new model of initiation is found in Chapter 7, but my
long-range goal is to share the findings of this study beyond the Nazarene
Church in Botswana. At the completion of this study I intend to encourage
the implementation of the new model of initiation and an evaluation that
comprehensively reviews how the new model meets its purpose and
objectives. The publication of the contextualization process and evaluation
of the new model would promote the restoration of initiation in other areas
of Africa and diffuse the insights learned to other churches.

Organization of the Study
The overall contribution of this study is to provide the church with a
new model of initiation that guides young men to a life of faith in Christ and
socializes them to be responsible adults in Tswana culture. The study is
arranged in three main divisions. First, Chapters 1 and 2 offer the design of
the study by discussing the problem and the major theoretical models that
influence it. Second, Chapters 3-5 address the cultural issues that have led
Tswana young men into their loss of the role of adult male. Third, Chapters
6-8 illustrate a process of contextualization that leads the church to a new
model of initiation.
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Chapter 1 introduced the frustration of young African men who face
the dilemma of either being excluded from the church community or failing
to be socialized as an adult in their cultural community. I presented a brief
discussion of initiation, which sets it in the context of an African educational
process. The church can meet both of these deep needs through a
discipleship ministry that utilizes the missiological concept of functional
substitution. The [mal section of this chapter outlined the research
methodology of this study. It described the methods I used to investigate
each sub-problem and explained the theoretical framework I used to
interpret the data.
The first step to getting a handle on the solution of this problem is to
understand the primary concepts concerning social structure and ritual
process. This is done in Chapter 2 through a review of literature. The
literature on social structure defines the concepts of status and role, and the
significance of role loss. It also informs the Tswana context of social
structure, and demonstrates the cultural status of manhood and its
relationship to other aspects of life. Furthermore, Chapter 2 delves into the
literature concerning rites of passage, initiation as a religious rite of passage,
and initiation in the Tswana tribe.
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Chapter 3 reports on the results of the comparison of the historically
traditional role to the contemporary role of being an adult male in the
Tswana tribe. Next it examines manhood from a biblical perspective,
intertwining the biblical and cultural perspectives to illustrate that each
supports the other. This chapter also probes the meanings of various
symbols attached to the initiation rites, and discusses the present-day striving
to adopt alternative means for attaining manhood.
In Chapter 4, I document the evidence of role loss as a contributor to
inappropriate cultural behavior among Tswana men. This includes statistics
of increasing AIDS, sexually transmitted diseases, alcohol abuse, and
suicide among young men. I include anecdotal data that compare the
security of males who have undergone initiation to the insecurity of those
who have not.
Chapter 5 explores the vast area of the relationship between
Christianity and African cultural practices. The greater part of this chapter
was informed by the written accounts of missionaries to the southern Africa
region during the 19th and early 20 th centuries.
Chapter 6 completes the literature review that was started in Chapter
2. This chapter serves as background and introduction to Chapters 7 and 8,
which recount the process of contextualization I undertook in this project.

31

The discussion of "critical contextualization" as described by Paul Hiebert
(1987) is a key element of this chapter.
Chapter 7 launches the discussion of contextualization of Tswana
initiation rites. It details a theology of male initiation that represents a
critical response to the past practice of initiation taking into account new
biblical understanding that could be applied to the rites. Furthermore, this
chapter describes a model of initiation that can be used as a tool for
Christian discipleship. This model is offered as a new contextualized
practice that is expressly Christian because it adheres to biblical teaching.
Finally, Chapter 8 discusses the missiological implications of this
study. It not only addresses the specific issue of initiation, but it serves as a
guide to apply theological thought to other cultural practices.

Summary and Conclusion
This study addresses primarily the scenario in Botswana in which the
rite of passage into manhood has been eliminated from the cycle of rites of
passage. With the demise of initiation rites the means for learning
discipline, which is a vital element of the rites, has also been removed from
Tswana culture. (The breakdown of discipline will be detailed in Chapters 3
and 4). An understanding of the purpose and means of initiation offers the
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Christian church a great opportunity to use its concepts and symbols to
devise a new model for discipleship.
The book of Hebrews guides us to understand the connection between
the discipline one can experience through cultural means and the discipline
of God that leads to a holy life.
Endure hardship as discipline; God is treating you as sons. For what
son is not disciplined by his father? If you are not disciplined (and
everyone undergoes discipline), then you are illegitimate children and
not true sons. Moreover, we have all had human fathers who
disciplined us and we respected them for it. How much more should
we submit to the Father of our spirits and live! Our fathers disciplined
us for a little while as they thought best; but God disciplines us for our
good, that we may share in his holiness. No discipline seems pleasant
at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of
righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it.
(Hebrews 12:7-11).7
Critical reflection and contextualized theology are needed to guide young
men, church leaders, and Christian educators to solve the dilemma facing
them. The conclusions of this study will aid the Botswana church to
formulate a means of Christian ministry to the Tswana people.
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Notes

The Tswana tribe has never been united as a whole under one
administrative leader. It consists of several subgroups living in Botswana
and South Africa, but it is "sufficiently homogeneous to be classed as a
single group in relation to the other peoples of South Africa" (Schapera
1953:9).
1

Throughout this work I will use the term Batswana (singular is Motswana),
or simply "The Tswana" to refer to the people of the Tswana tribe without
regard for the sub-groupings unless the identity of the subgroup is
significant. Reference to the country of Botswana relates to the place or
location of the Tswana tribe and should not be confused with the term
Batswana.

2

I am unable to document a legal termination of initiation rites in Botswana.
It was partially limited by a colonial law in 1917 to say that boys could not
be forced into initiation without parental consent (Schapera 1938: 105). A
common recurring belief mentioned in the interviews I conducted is that the
corning of European law overrode Tswana law, and caused the demise of the
practice of initiation.
3

"Headman" is the English translation of Kgosana (small chief), which
denotes the leader of one of the village divisions or wards.

4

The method of doing "critical contextualization" by Paul Hiebert (1987) is
the theoretical framework that forms most of my methodology. Research
Unit 1 addresses the first step of his method. Unit 4 addresses his second
step. Unit 5 applies steps three and four to the issue of Tswana initiation.
Hiebert's method is discussed in greater detail in Chapter 6.
5

Sources associated with Isaac Schapera do not demonstrate cultural
practices and values of pre-colonial times, but they do represent a time that
is freer of colonial influence than is possible today. His writings are
extremely valuable in showing the process of change and adaptation of
th
cultural elements from the end of the 19th century to the middle of the 20
century.
6

7

All Bible references are from the New International Version.

CHAPTER 2

Understanding One's Place in the World and How to Get There: A Review
of Literature

Developing a model of initiation with a Christian character that will
enable young Tswana men to be recognized as adults by their society
without disenfranchising them from involvement in their church requires a
solid foundation of understanding in several areas. I have drawn on the
following theoretical models in order to address this purpose.
• Concepts of social structure.
• Social structure of the Batswana.
• Ritual process.
• Initiation as a religious rite of passage in African context.
• Contextualization of the gospel to a local cultural practice.
• Functional substitute as a model for creating a Christian
discipleship ministry.
Throughout this study I endeavor to be open to culture while staying
true to Scripture. In a paragraph on contextualization, Paul Hiebert makes
the point that it is the church's responsibility to interpret and apply Scripture
in each cultural context. He goes on to explain that because culture is a
34
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human creation and humans are created in the image of God, we should
expect that much of what Christians encounter in their culture is good and
can be kept (Hiebert 1994: 101-102). Furthermore, when Hiebert develops a
method of contextualization his first step is exegesis of the culture in order
to understand the traditional ways before imposing any standard for judging
them (1994:88-89). I have applied this theoretical framework to my study.
Therefore I begin by reviewing literature dealing with Tswana culture and
ritual before dealing with literature that addresses the subsequent steps of
contextualization, namely understanding biblical truth and applying it to the
cultural context. The remainder of this chapter is devoted to a review of
literature that helps us grasp the essence of Tswana culture and the function
of initiation within the culture. I will complete the literature review in
Chapter 6 with a look at contextualization theory.

Concepts of Social Structure
Robert K. Merton differentiates between cultural structure and social
structure. He distinguishes cultural structure as an "organized set of
normative values," and social structure as "that organized set of social
relationships in which members of the society or group are variously
implicated" (Merton 1957: 162). For my purpose, when I speak of social
structure I am including elements of culture. My working definition of
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social structure acknowledges that social structure consists of relationships
between persons, which are supported and regulated by a body of commonly
recognized values. Below are several concepts involved with social
structure that are appropriate to this study of initiation rites.
Definitions of Status and Role
Ralph Linton recognized that social status and social role are
fundamental concepts needed to describe and analyze social structure. By
status he meant "a position in a social system occupied by an individual"
(1936:113). He referred to role as the "behavioral enacting of the patterned
expectations attributed to that position" (1936:114). Culture defines status
and role by connecting culturally defined expectations to patterns of
behavior and relationships. Linton also recognized that an individual of a
society occupies multiple statuses and that for each status there is an
associated role (behavior or behaviors) (1945:76ff).
Status Sets and Role Sets
Social structure is much more complex than a simple status and its
associated roles. In fact, each person occupies a set of statuses and for each
status there is a role set (Merton 1957: 369) which describes the total
number of the role relationships that are associated with that status. A role
set represents all the positions one holds within the social structure and the
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culturally defined behavior associated with each position. For example, a
Tswana man of adult status will exhibit behaviors associated with several
relationships. Potentially, the three most significant relationships for the
adult male are member of an age-set or regiment, husband, and link to the
ancestors. As a member of an age set an adult male assumes responsibilities
to the chief and the tribe. He can take part in the "councils and deliberations
of men" (Krige 1937:101) and is also assigned to a men's regiment along
with his peers (Schapera 1941:258-259). As a husband a man assumes
responsibilities for his wife which opens many new relationships with his inlaws and with his children.
He not only controls the social, economic, and religious life of his
dependants ... but is also their legal and administrative head ... [He]
watches their interests at the tribal courts and can be held liable for
their misdeeds ... He is assisted by the older men of his household ...
He can inflict corporal punishment upon his own wife, children, or
servants. (Schapera 1937b:188)
Lastly, an adult male becomes the mediator to the ancestral spirits and he
undertakes many activities relating to that role. "Ancestor worship is
patrilineal, i.e. a man worships and takes part in sacrifices to the spirits of his
deceased relatives in the male line" (Radcliffe-Brown 1996:184).
Sequences of Role-sets and Status-sets
The concepts of role sets and status sets refer to parts of the social
structure at a particular time. The term status sequence designates when
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status sets change over a period of time. Furthermore, the succession of
statuses may occur frequently and it is socially patterned (Merton 1957:
370). One further implication suggested by Merton is that some statuses
have a socially expected duration; i.e. there is a culturally patterned
expectation that the status is temporal and that an individual will occupy it
for only a limited amount of time (Merton 1995: 162).1 In Tswana society,
for example, one sequence of status-sets is child, adult, married adult, and
ancestor. Each status is limited to a certain amount of time, and then the
individual is expected to move on to the next.
Ascribed Status Versus Achieved Status
There are social mechanisms that conduct members of a society
through a succession of statuses. Some statuses at which an individual
arrives are achieved and others are ascribed. Achieved statuses are ones
"into which individuals move by virtue of their own achievements," and
ascribed statuses are those into which people are placed "by virtue of
fortunate or unfortunate birth" (Merton 1957: 382). An important
implication is that the factors of status-set formation are not random
elements. Cultural values guide the acquisition of statuses; people value and
select achieved statuses because they find them appealing, and reject those
statuses they find repulsive.
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Role Loss
Certain types of behavior are culturally inappropriate or deviant when
cultural goals are retained but institutional practices are rejected (Merton
1957:176). Merton cites Zena Smith Blau's doctoral dissertation to explain
deviant behavior resulting from role loss. The major outcome of role loss is
apathy in the present and a reluctance to enter into new social relations.
Individuals tend to continue in an apathetic condition (1957:189). In his
doctoral dissertation David Blumenkrantz (1996) substantiates Merton's idea
that deviant behavior results from the loss of roles by demonstrating the
relationship between rites of passage and a sense of community. He shows
that in the absence of community-sanctioned rites of passage in the United
States, young people will revert to socially harmful behavior such as
drinking, use of drugs, and gang involvement.
The patterns and arrangements of role sets, status sets, and status
sequences comprise the social structure. These concepts remind one that
those even seemingly simple cultures and social structures are indeed
complex. Social structure enables members of a society to go about their
lives with a reasonable amount of order that does not necessitate them to act
spontaneously in each new situation they encounter. This study applies the
theoretical concepts of status sequence and role loss to the loss of initiation
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rites among the Batswana. That is, because the ritual means to attain adult
status has been eliminated from their cultural practices the normal sequence
of statuses is discontinuous and young Tswana men evidence the features of
role loss associated with the status of adult male.

Social Structure of the Batswana
Who are the Batswana? Batswana is the plural form of the word that
the Tswana people use to refer to themselves. They are a tribe of people in
southern Africa united by common language and customs. The census in
1998 numbers the Tswana tribe at nearly five million people (Encyclopedia
Britannica 2001c) with 1.5 million living in Botswana and 3.3 million in
South Africa. (Encyclopedia Britannica 2001 b). They have never been
totally united as a tribal kingdom under a dominant chief or as a political
entity during colonial control or independence.
The first inhabitants of the area in which the Batswana live today were
the bushmen or San. These nomadic people were hunter-gatherers and were
easily displaced by the migrating Bantu tribes. The lifestyle of the San made
it easy for other groups of people to encroach in their territory. They did not
establish fixed property of any kind and did not own herds of cattle or goats.
The San retreated under the pressure of migrating Bantu tribes and
expansion by the Dutch from the Cape Colony.
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In about 1500 AD two major Bantu2 tribes reached an area with a
sparse San population in the northern area of present day South Africa.
Upon their arrival they began to spread out and fill the southern end of the
continent. The two tribes were the Nguni family and the Sotho family. The
Nguni people gave birth to several tribes: Zulu, Swazi, Xhosa, and Ndebele.
The Sotho family split into three tribes during the 1700s. One continued
south and became the Sotho tribe of present day Lesotho. Another tribe
stayed in northeastern South Africa and is known as the Pedi people. The
third tribe migrated west to north central South Africa and present day
Botswana. They are the Batswana. See Figure 1.

Two Bantu tribes migrate from the north
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Figure 1. Bantu Tribes of Southern Africa
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Today the Batswana live primarily in the area outlined in orange on
the map in Appendix D. Most live in the country of Botswana (the Land of
the Tswana People) or in an area of South Africa formerly known as
Bophutatswana (the Place of the Gathering of the Tswana People). Fifty
thousand Batswana live as minority tribes in Zimbabwe and Namibia (Smith
1998:2). Today the identity of the Batswana as a people is only through
common language and culture. There is also a familial relationship with the
more distant Sothos and Pedis. The languages retain sufficient similarity to
be understood by speakers of one of the other kindred tribes.
Traditionally the Batswana are agrarian: growing com, sorghum, and
watermelons while raising large herds of cattle and goats. Many rural
families still live in traditional households consisting of one-room huts made
of intertwined branches daubed with mud and with grass-thatched roofs over
head. A new house is built for each wife if there is more than one. When
the children are older the boys often have their own hut and the girls have
theirs. However, urbanization is taking place in contemporary southern
Africa, which is changing the life styles of many Batswana.
The Batswana are not a warring people, and they prefer peaceful
cohabitation to confrontation. In the 1800s the pressures of colonial
expansion by the Dutch and British caused much discontent and
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conflict among the various tribes of southern Africa. The Batswana have
continued to try to accommodate the various groups pressuring them for
space while maintaining their own lifestyle.
Social Institutions
Tswana social structure is a "more or less permanent framework of
relationships between the members of a community which manifests itself in
an ordered group-life" (Hoemle 1937:67). The social institutions of the
Batswana regulate behavior patterns of individuals toward other individuals,
and shape their ways of thinking and acting in accordance with these
patterns. Individual members of Tswana society achieve personal identity
and satisfaction through participation in these institutions, which keeps them
connected to the life of the community. There are seven primary social
institutions within Tswana culture.
Tribe or Chiefdom. A tribe or chiefdom is generally a group
numbering from several hundred to many thousands that form a body of
kinsmen who can trace their descent from a common far-off ancestor with
the chief claiming direct descent from that ancestor (Hoernle 1937:68-69).
Succession to the chieftainship is usually determined as an ascribed status.
That is , the chiefs son becomes chief when the old man dies. However, at
times it is an achieved status when no heir is at hand or he has proven
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himself incompetent. A new chief can be chosen from among the leading
elders.
Membership in the tribe is primarily by bilih, but membership by
allegiance to the chief is also significant because loyalty to the tribe ensures
tribal unity. Chieftainship is an extremely important status position within
the tribe for maintaining tribal loyalty. A good chief maintains the
relationships with his people (his role set), caring for them and making just
judgments. A tribe enlarges or decreases in size and prominence according
to the popularity of its chief as refugees from other chiefdoms enter his tribe
or as members of his tribe flee to other chiefdoms.
Household. The household is the predominant social unit of the
Tswana tribe. In contrast to the Western understanding of the nuclear family
that generally resides in one household, the Batswana household is very
diverse. It consists of a man, wife or wives, dependent children, other
dependent relatives, and dependent non-relatives. Each individual has a
particular status and role within the hierarchical family structure. In her
study of the social organization of the Batswana, Winifred Hoernle quotes
N. J. van Warmelo who says, "Bantu social structure knows no equals . ..
The first born of the same parents is always the superior of those born after
him" (italics added) (1937 :69). The position of firstborn holds special
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significance in the fan1ily. The first born of the first wife has special rights
and responsibilities and these extend on to his descendents. In social
structure language the position of firstborn is an ascribed status that has a
role set different from the rest of the children.
Central Towns. The main community of the Batswana is the town,
which is simply a collection of households (Hoernle 1937:70). The
Batswana have formed towns numbering several thousands because of the
scarcity of surface water in the geographical location of their homes. The
pattern of a town resembles concentric rings. The chief s kgotla (council
place) is the center of the town's administration and occupies the central
location. Each household group is allocated space, which is clearly
demarcated within the town, to build houses. Agricultural lands, designated
to various households, surround the town to form the next ring. Finally,
grazing land and assigned areas for cattle posts form the furthest ring of the
pattern.
Kinship-=Relatives by Blood. Kinship bonds are of paramount
importance to the Batswana (Hoernle 1937: 70-73). Blood relatives
(ascribed statuses) are recognized through both the father and the mother.
At marriage, the newly formed family of husband and wife takes up
patrilocal residence among the husband's relatives. However, the husband
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also considers that he is now part of his wife's family just as the wife has
become part of his family. The different roles of mother and father provide
for the needs of the family. Gentle protection characterizes the mother's
role, while the father is the figure of discipline and authority.
From the standpoint of a child, affection and love characterize mother
and all of her relatives. Pure unselfish love dominates a mother's attitude
toward her children, so they go to her for protection with the assurance that
she is devoted to their welfare.
The role of the father is to be head of the household. He controls his
land, animals, and the lives of everyone who live in his household. Primary
control over the children belongs to the father and his kin. He is responsible
for providing for the children, for discipline, and he has legal custody of
them. He is the protector of the household, but is also held responsible for
the misdeeds of those within his household. If members of the family are in
difficulty, the father's responsibility is to represent them in the tribal court
and to mediate for them with ancestral spirits. 3 Children and wives treat the
household father with respect and obedience.
Families are structured hierarchically. Children's positions are based
on seniority or birth order. Fathers' brothers are also called fathers, and are
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designated as great fathers or little fathers depending on whether they are
older or younger than one's own father.
Kinship bonds are important because they provide for the individual
members of the family. "Looking out [at] the world from his own home, the
Bantu child knows where he may seek hospitality and succour of every kind;
where, also, he may of right be called upon to render assistance in case of
need" (Hoernle 1937:73). In times of sorrow or joy, or ifin need of friendly
advice the kinship structure furnishes its members with a network or core of
people with whom reciprocal relationships operate to meet each other's
needs. It is evident from HoernIe' s description of kinship that the roles of
family members lend stability and cohesion to the institution ofthe family,
and therefore strengthens the over-all social structure of the Batswana.
Kinshi~relatives

by Marriage. As mentioned earlier, each spouse is

considered to be a member of the other's family, giving significance to inlaws within the kinship pattern (Hoemle 1937:73-74). Marriage is a contract
between two families as well as between two individuals. Behavior between
the in-laws is restrained and formal, and the visiting in-laws are treated as
honored guests.
Totem Groups. Totem groups are a wider system of grouping that
cuts across tribal lines (Hoemle 1937 :91-93). Members of these groups
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regard themselves to be bound together in a mystical way with a certain
animal or natural object. The totem group uses the name of the animal
ceremonially and as a praiseful form of address, and they adhere strictly to
taboos associated with their totem. My research was done mostly among the
Bakgatla (sub-tribe of the Batswana) whose totem is the kgabo or monkey.
No member of the Bakgatla would eat it, use its skin, or even touch it
without the possibility of some misfortune befalling him or her. There are
no barriers to marriage between members of totem groups, but the children
of that marriage would take their father's totem.
Age Sets. An age set is a socially recognized group consisting of
persons of the same age. An individual enters an age set through initiation
or by birth and remains a member for life (Stewart 1977: 1). Tswana boys
join an age set to mark the end of adolescence by undergoing circumcision
and a period of group training, which includes self-discipline and moral
training (Hoemle 1937:93). They form a mophato (regiment) of men who
may be called upon to perform different kinds of communal duties for the
tribe. In his comprehensive book about the Batswana, I. Schapera says that
traditionally the right to attend general political assemblies was restricted to
men who were enrolled in age sets or regiments (1941 :260). Mophato is the
term used to designate a Tswana age set, and applies to the formation of

49
male age sets and to the formation of complementary female age sets. My
contention in this study is that admission into an age set is ascribed by
gender and achieved through the ritual of initiation.
In his book, Married Life in an African Tribe (1941), Isaac Schapera
attempts to recreate the social structure of the Batswana before they were
influenced by Western culture. He records that initiation prepared and
qualified men to take their place in society. Schapera says that through
initiation they are "regarded as men, and [are] free to marry" (1941:258). A
major contribution of his book is that Schapera correlates Tswana social
change with the introduction of Western civilization. In regard to the
changes in initiation he notes the affect on discipline,
Previously, they say, children known to have been disobedient or
insolent towards their elders were treated with special severity in the
initiation camps, which accordingly served as a powerful disciplinary
force. Parents would exercise every possible control over the
behaviour of children, who themselves would behave with restraint ...
Moreover, the ceremonies themselves included a very thorough
training in character and self-discipline, given under conditions that
impressed it firmly upon the minds of initiates. The moral training
given at the modem initiation camps is not nearly so comprehensive
or emphatic ... As a result, parents have gradually become less
vigilant, while among the children there has been a growth of
irresponsibility and even licence, manifesting itself more particularly
in regard to sex. (1941 :267)
Initiation is, therefore, critical to the process of maintaining the social order.
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Ritual Process-Rites ofPassage4
I use Arnold van Gennep's model of rites of passage to describe the
Tswana rite of initiation. Van Gennep underscores the fact that initiation
ceremonies, like other rites of transition, are not simply rites of passage
(1960 [1908]: 11). Initiation is a complex set of rites that serve individual
purposes. Van Gennep describes rites of passage as having three stages,
which are known by several different terms. Van Gennep generally calls
them separation, transition, and reincorporation (1960 [1908]:45). Victor
Turner, in The Ritual Process labels these same three stages as separation
from society, limin, and aggregation or reaggregation into the social
structure (1969:94). I prefer the terminology of A. H. Mathias Zahniser who
refers to the stages as separation, liminality, and reintegration (1997:92-93).
Figure 2 on page 52 graphically portrays a rite of passage using Zahniser's
terminology .
In the separation stage the initiate or group of initiates are
symbolically set apart from society and from their former status within the
normal social structure. In the liminality stage the initiates behave in ways
and are treated in ways that fit neither with their former status nor with their
anticipated status. In the reintegration stage the initiates, now with a new
status, are brought back into the structure of society. Along with this new
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status comes new responsibilities to the society as well as new respect from
the society.
Van Gennep' s analysis of rites of passage includes issues of space and
time. By using the terms "preliminal, liminal, and postliminal" (1960
[1905]: 11) he discusses how societal structure, which is normally at the
center, is moved to the periphery during the ritual and how liminality
becomes the center and focus. Behavior that is normally considered
appropriate in the given time and space of societal structure is temporarily
set aside or sometimes reversed. This time of liminality "can be seen as
potentially a period of scrutinization of the central values and axioms of the
culture in which it occurs" (Turner 1969: 167).
This study focuses on the type of liminality found in what Victor
Turner calls rituals of status elevation. In a ritual of status elevation the
initiate will irreversibly enter a higher status in the societal structure
(1969:167). The initiate is separated from the normal structure of society,
undergoes emotionally and physically humbling and difficult situations in
the liminal stage, and ultimately reenters society in a higher structural status.
See Figure 2 below.
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3. Reintegration
1. Separation

New Status

Old Status

2. Liminality
Figure 2. Structure of a Rite of Passage (Zahniser 1997:92)

Separation
The separation phase of a rite of passage consists of symbols and
rituals that "signify the detachment of an individual or group from an earlier
fixed point in the social structure or from a set of cultural conditions"
(Turner 1969:94). Initiates are removed from the norm of everyday
activities. For Tswana boys, separation begins when they are assembled by
the son or brother of the chief to begin a time of seclusion. They are
immediately circumcised to usher them into the ensuing liminal stage.
Liminality
Turner refers to the circumcision ritual

~f the

Tsonga tribe of southern

Africa to explain liminality. While in their liminal state the Tsonga boys are
forced to undergo pain, torture, humiliation, and deprivation. Henri Junod,
who has written extensively on Tsonga culture, states that this is done in
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order to teach the boys "endurance, obedience, and manliness" (1962:85).
Turner expands this and states that trials such as the Tsonga boys endure
."have the social significance of rendering them down into some kind of
human prima materia, divested of specific form and reduced to a condition
that, although it is still social, is without or beneath all accepted forms of
status (Turner 1969: 170). Turner emphasizes here that in order to move to a
higher social status, individuals must first be lowered in status.
The liminal state is important because the changes necessary for
reentry into society in an elevated status are made in this liminal state. An
initiate's identity during the liminal stage is ambiguous. While in liminality,
the initiate is made to be "structurally invisible" through seclusion, silence,
and/or disguise (Turner 1969: 169). Their lack of status is reinforced over
and over during the stage of liminality. "Initiates are forced to obey their
instructors without question. Their attitude and behavior must reflect
humility and submission. When punished, initiates must not complain.
Turner says: "It is as though they are being reduced or ground down to a
uniform condition to be fashioned anew and endowed with additional
powers to enable them to cope with their new station in life" (Turner
1969:95).
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Cornrnun itas . Cornrnunitas refers to the sense of a strong common

bond that people experience during liminality that is pervasive and that
diminishes hierarchy and individual differences. Turner suggests that
communitas and structure are two models for society, which are both
needed. Yet, he refers to cornrnunitas as anti-structure, which is "juxtaposed
and alternating" with structure (1969:96). "[C]ornrnunitas emerges where
structure is not" (Turner 1969: 126). Societal structure gives a hierarchical
dimension to society and separates the "haves" from the "have nots" and the
high status from the low status. Cornrnunitas has no, or only a minimal
structure. While experiencing cornrnunitas people are on equal footing with
each other; there is no hierarchy. In Turner's discussion of cornrnunitas and
structure, he states that all societies need a "dialectic" between cornrnunitas
and structure where members of the society move from structure to
cornrnunitas and back to structure (1969: 129).
Cornrnunitas is crucial to ritual process because here is where real

transformation takes place. The prevalent social structure is temporarily
suspended and initiates are immersed in an environment characterized by
homogeneity and non-differentiation. A. H. Mathias Zahniser calls this time
"chaotic" (1997:94) and Victor Turner refers to it as "anti-structure" in The
Ritual Process (1969:ix). During this period where socially recognized
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identities are abolished and everyone is equal, new possibilities of creativity
and community are opened. The need to resolve the chaos and restore order
opens individuals to a "reorientation in self-understanding and [a] perception
of appropriate social obligation and behavior" (Zahniser 1997:97). They are
open to bonding to new meaning associated with their future positions and to
new peers with whom they will proceed into their future roles.
Typically, Tswana boys who undergo the initiation rite of passage are
separated from normal society and are forced into an unstructured state
where their identities as boys are erased. Through their communal suffering,
learning, hunting, and growing together the normal hierarchy of Tswana
society is suspended and each is on equal footing with all others. Through
their ordeals they are bound together in a regiment and are taught cultural
standards of manhood. This stage is critical for Christian disciplers. An
adaptation of the initiation rite of passage can serve to bond Christian
meaning to the roles associated with manhood and to form a coalition of
young men who take responsibility for themselves and for one another.
Reintegration
The final phase of a rite of passage returns the initiates to a relatively
stable state in which they are infused with new rights and obligations.
Victor Turner says that initiates are "expected to behave in accordance with
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certain customary norms and ethical standards" in their new positions
(1969:95). Reintegration rituals consummate the process of social
transformation through culturally understood symbols such as the Tswana
ritual of smearing the body with colored clay and wearing new clothes.
Newly proclaimed Tswana men could then take on adult responsibilities and
begin to form adult relationships.

Initiation as a Religious Rite of Passage in African Context
Three authors offer insights that help connect initiation to Christian
discipling. Mircea Eliade and Clifford Geertz define initiation and religion
in ways that emphasize the symbolism and rituals that are involved. W. C.
Willoughby, in Soul of the Bantu (1928), affirms the ritualistic nature of
traditional African religion.
Initiation is a Religious Ritual
Initiation is the "rites and teachings whose purpose is to produce a
decisive alteration in the religious and social status of the person who is
initiated" (Eliade 1975:164). The definition implies that the person who
enters the ordeal emerges as a completely different being than before.
Tswana initiation introduced inexperienced boys to the Tswana world of
spirituality, cultural values, and adult responsibility. This rite gave the boy
access to a new status; he emerged from the ritual as a responsible adult
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member of society, integrated into the community of adults. The power of
the transformation is that it was accomplished through rituals, and ritual
customs reaffirm and maintain social values (Radcliffe-Brown 1996: 185).
Initiation is a religious ritual. Using the terms of Mircea Eliade,
initiation represents the revelation of the sacred through the use of symbols,
time, and space. "Each element has a religious [or sacred] meaning" (Eliade
1958:3-4). This issue is developed in Chapters 7 and 8 to show the
connection between Tswana traditional religion and initiation. I investigate
the meaning of the religious content of initiation rites in order to determine
what is the relationship between the initiation rite and traditional religion.
Meanings anchored to the Tswana belief in ancestors, the High God, taboos,
and magic are explored in order to adapt them to a Christian ritual that is
anchored in Christ.
I am indebted to Clifford Geertz for his definition of religion, which
states:
A religion is: (1) a system of symbols which acts to (2) establish
powerful, pervasive, and long lasting moods and motivations in men
by (3) formulating conceptions of a general order of existence and (4)
clothing these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that (5) the
moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic. (1973 :90)
His defmition tells us what religion is and what it does. It is a system of
symbols that relates people to their worldview and beliefs. It works to
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"establish powerful, pervasive, and long lasting moods and motivations" in
people. That is, it readies their attitudes and ambitions to act in accordance
with their worldview and beliefs. Religion does this by presenting its
adherents with a convincing image of the true nature of reality. Geertz states
it is through ritual that "religious conceptions are [truthful] and that religious
directives are sound ... The world as lived and the world as imagined, fused
under the agency of a single set of symbolic forms, tum out to be the same
world" (1973:112). Zahniser maintains that "Christian disciplers ought to be
able to learn from the way religions use symbols and ceremonies in carrying
out their task" (1997:59). The implication for discipleship through ritual is
that initiates will experience Christian truth as real and factual, and they will
manifest it in their lives.
W. C. Willoughby wrote The Soul of the Bantu (1928), which is
valuable to my study because it relates a first-hand account of Tswana life in
the first half of their interaction with colonialists and missionaries. He
focuses on the elements of traditional religious beliefs of ancestor-spirits and
what is commonly referred to as ancestor worship. Willoughby accentuates
the ritualistic manner in which Africans understand and express religious
beliefs. He says,
Bantu ritual is an important form of Bantu utterance, and a clear
understanding of it would conduce to the discovery of the Bantu soul.
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.. Why are we offended at what seems the tl:ippery of a barbarous
ritual and disinclined to master this form of utterance? If we are to
penetrate the Bantu soul, we must be willing to travel with unshod
feet by any avenue that is open to us, compelled at times to withhold
approval, but always ready to show an appreciation that is born of
sympathetic understanding. (1928:xxvi)
Most of the interaction between the living and the dead takes place through
ritual. Indeed, the culture's values and beliefs are expressed through its
rituals.

In traditional Tswana religion, the head of the household is the priest
or mediator to the ancestors. It is his function to perform religious rituals in
a timely and responsible manner to ensure benefits for his family. Based on
his experience with the Batswana, W. C. Willoughby writes that the
ritualism of African traditional religionS provides the "cement" for its social
structure and the "cohesion" for its community (1928:432). The weakness
of ritualism, however, is that the value of worship depends more on how the
ritual is performed than on the inner character of the worshipper. Going
beyond coherence of the community, religion must also give life to the
community, abundant life. Willoughby's emphasis on the importance of
understanding ritual leads to the next section concerning the ritual of Tswana
initiation.
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Tswana Initiation
There are several substantial sources of information about Tswana
initiation and culture. They are Married Life in an African Tribe (1941) by
I. Schapera, Among the Bantu Nomads (1926) by 1. Tom Brown, Bogwera:

Kgatla Initiation (1978) by I. Schapera, and "Notes on the Initiation
Ceremonies of the Becwana" (1901) by W. C. Willoughby. Willoughby's
and Brown's works predate Schapera's by 20 to 40 years but Schapera's
writings are the most extensive.
The primary contribution of Brown's work is his presentation of
Tswana customs and beliefs that have been abandoned due to contact with
Europeans and Western culture. Brown worked among the Batswana from
1885 until 1924 and gained a comprehensive understanding of the language
and culture. He explains many Tswana words used in the bogwera or
initiation ceremony. For example, there are words related symbolically to
animals that torment people. During the time of seclusion the boys are
taught obedience to their elders and reverence for their traditions and
customs. If discipline is necessary because of disobedience the boys are
struck with sharpened sticks and thorns which are referred to as the biting of
dichoshwane (ants), dinotshe (bees), and mentsane (mosquitoes). If a boy is
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still unrepentant for his misdeed he is turned over to several of the elders
known as manon (vultw"es) who beat him more severely (Brown 1926:76).
Through initiation, which is one of the most important occasions in
Tswana life, boys are established as adults and are organized into ageregiments (or age-sets). It used to be that a man did not count his age in
years; rather than being asked, "How old are you?" he would be asked, "To
what regiment do you belong?" (Brown 1926:89). Identity with one's
regiment is the most long-lasting component of initiation. The formation of
regiments continued long after many other aspects of initiation were
abandoned. A chief simply called the boys together, gave them minimal
instruction, and named their new regiment.
Initiation rites include systematic instruction in the behavior that will
be expected of them as adults. Their elders subject them to a severe routine
to teach self-discipline and self-control. J. Tom Brown notes that the
instruction is not necessarily moral instruction with the end of obedience to a
law. It is rather obedience and loyalty to a chief, elders, and to the venerated
past and tradition of the tribe (1926:87).

1. Schapera gives a detailed account of the initiation ceremony in
Bogwera: Kgatla Initiation (1978), which is presented in a condensed
version in Appendix E. I have included this comprehensive description in
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order to emphasize the scope of the Tswana initiation ritual. It is not simply
a ceremony directed at an individual. It is an extensive, transformational
event involving one's whole family and community.
The separation stage of this rite of passage begins when a son or
brother of the chief assembles the boys who have reached the age of puberty
to begin the rite of passage. Schapera reports that the age of boys eligible
for initiation may range as high as twenty years old (1941 :255).
Circumcision is the principle ritual of this stage, and it marks the beginning
of the physical ordeals of the second stage.
After their wounds have healed the initiates enter the liminal phase by
gathering daily around the central tree of the camp. The outstanding
characteristics of this stage are instruction and discipline. The initiates learn
tribal law through the singing of songs and recitation of poems taught by the
old men. The most important song was the "song of the law," which
admonished the boys to honor, obey, and support their chief. The lessons
were vast in scope and included loyalty to tribe and regiment, respect for
cattle (the principal source of livelihood), taking adult responsibilities, and
sexual behavior (Schapera 1941 :256).
Men of the previous initiation camp, called shepherds, take the new
initiates into the bush daily for exercises in hunting and feats of endurance.
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All the while they are in the initiation camp, the boys smear their bodies
with white lime. Although Schapera does not mention the meaning of this
symbolism, in some African initiations this signifies death to be followed by
a new birth at the end of the ceremony. To strengthen and harden them into
men, they were exposed to starvation and many rigorous forms of hardship.
Many taboos were observed during this time, and any blunders or
disrespectful behavior was severely punished. The shepherds administered
discipline with a switch from a moretlwa bush. The moretlwa switch is very
pliable (it bends without breaking), and is a common symbol of discipline.
During my stay in Botswana I asked many young men if they could identify
the moretlwa bush. A common response to my question was, "Do you want
to beat (discipline) someone?" Almost without exception they could direct
me to the moretlwa. One of my informants said that as a punishment his
grandfather would send him into the bush to get a moretlwa switch, and if it
was not a good one he was disciplined even more severely. Five to six feet
was a good length for the administration of discipline.
To mark the end of their seclusion the initiates smeared red clay on
their bodies and dressed in new animal skin clothes. Surrounded closely by
other men the initiates were reintegrated into society. They proceeded to
their homes, singing as they were incorporated back into the community as
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men, and the initiation camp and all its contents were burned to signify that
they were leaving all boyish attributes behind. Within one year the regiment
would meet at the chiefs council place and receive its first task to perform
as a regiment. When they returned from its successful completion they were
regarded as men, and were free to marry. Schapera notes that the initiation
of the Makuka regiment in 1901 was the last time this ceremony was
performed as outlined above.
Chief Lentswe of the Bakgatla (a Tswana sub-tribe) was baptized in
1892 and adopted Christianity as the tribal religion (Schapera 1941 :33). The
missionaries refused to approve of circumcision and the initiation rite. They
regarded them as immoral and unhealthy because of abusive beatings during
the rites and the unhygienic conditions in which circumcision was done.
Therefore, the chief decided to discontinue the rites in his kingdom.
However, modified rites and regiment formation were performed into the
first half of the twentieth century, which continued to give young men
training in tribal law and adult responsibility (Schapera 1941 :258). The fact
that initiation rites continued after the chief outlawed them indicates that
they must have served an important social function.
Initiation functions within Tswana culture as an essential step in the
life of every man, because an uncircumcised male is considered a boy all his
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life. A younger circumcised man is given more authority in tribal councils
than older and wiser men who have not been initiated (Brown 1926:76).
The uninitiated can take no part in councils or the debates of men, cannot
marry, and is looked down on by women (Krige 1937:100). Teachings and
ordeals that accompany initiation forge new character that will empower the
man in his new role. He performs ceremonies to break the faults and
weakness of his previous boyhood status. Throughout the ritual, initiates
gain strength through magic that appeals to the authority of their ancestors
for blessing. Initiates acquire the manly characteristics of courage and
endurance, and learn the duties and privileges they are about to assume.
Cultural values are cemented into their lives, so when they return to the
structure of society they have the tools for coping with all of their new
relationships.
A major portion of Victor Turner's book, The Forest ofSymbols
(1967), is dedicated to investigating the Ndembu male initiation rite.
Through his study of African initiation rites Turner determines that the goal
of the ritual (expressed through words and symbols) is to realign existing
groupings and relationships to form a new structure of relationships. The
contribution to my study is his emphasis that the symbols of rituals carry
meanings with the power to transform. This supports an examination of the
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symbols of initiation rites that carry meanings which interpret culture and
prompt spiritual and social transformation. The prominent symbols of
initiation that I investigate are those involved in discipline (e.g. the moretlwa
switch), protection and blessing (e.g. traditional medicines), and instruction
(e.g. central tree and campfires).

In The Drums ofAffliction (1968) Turner advocates learning the
meaning of the symbols used in rituals. Each ritual, he says, "represents a
storehouse of traditional knowledge" (1968:2). He reiterates that the ritual is
a collection of symbols whose meanings carry cultural knowledge. Cultural
knowledge, expressed through the symbols of ritual, is considered
authoritative and valid because its messages come from the gods. This
points to a critical element of my research, the construction of a Christian
initiation model. Turner demonstrates the necessity for working with both
biblical and cultural accounts of manhood. Both have the authority of God
stamped on them and the new model of initiation needs to include Tswana
cultural symbolism and Christian symbolism.
Turner affirms that performing initiation rites renews the cultural
principles that uphold social structure (1968: 198). He identifies a significant
insight that rituals are unlike competitive games, which leave the outcome in
question. Rituals may contain ordeals or contests that have no preordained

67
outcome, but the over-all result of the ritual is known from the outset.
Furthermore, rituals follow traditional rules to produce the expected
outcome (Till'ner 1968:269). This insight strengthens my approach for
aiding the production of an indigenous theology and model of initiation.
Cultural insiders will know the traditional rules that must be followed to
produce a culturally acceptable ritual with the aim of restoring health to the
social structure.

Summary and Conclusion
This chapter has reviewed the relevant literature pertaining to Tswana
initiation. The theory of social structure, as expressed by Robert K. Merton
and Ralph Linton, is the basis for understanding Tswana society and how the
concept of role loss applies to the status of adult Tswana male. Social
structure is maintained through adherence to rituals and customs, and
therefore, the impact of the cessation of initiation rituals affects a wide
gamut of relationships and institutions within Tswana society.
The initiation ceremony itself adheres to the model of rites of passage
as first described by Arnold van Gennep. Victor Turner and A. H. Matthias
Zahniser have elaborated on van Gennep's model to help us see the
possibilities of using the symbols and rituals of initiation to bond to new
Christian meanings. Finally, several authors allow us a glimpse of the
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secretive Tswana initiation ceremonies. Because initiation is no longer done
in most Tswana communities, the descriptions of the rites by 1. Schapera, W.
C. Willoughby, and others represent a baseline of knowledge for my
discussions of initiation and manhood in contemporary Tswana society.
Diedrich Westermann writes about West Africa in The African Today
(1934), which is a little far afield from southern Africa. However, he speaks
about the same type of socially disintegrating forces that are present among
the Batswana. Following a discussion of family relationships Westermann,
in a chapter labeled "The Group and the Individual," contends that the idea

of community is a distinguishing feature of African society. "The individual
recedes before the group. The whole of existence from birth to death is
organically embodied in a series of associations and life appears to have
value only in these close ties" (1934:148). This gets to the core of my study.
What value is there to life if the associations or the means to attain the
associations have been eliminated? Near the end of his book Westermann
calls for a reintegration of an Africa that has been tom apart by outside
influences. He sees the changes not so much as decay, but as transition, and
identifies several civic means of establishing new social groupings such as
town associations, workers groups, and other groups that will help people
live under their new conditions (1934:289-299). I strongly agree with his
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proposal for reintegration, but my study proposes the reestablishment of
traditional groupings as opposed to initiating new ones. The value of using
traditional groupings is that they already fulfill a function in society and are
understood according to that society's worldview and values.
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Notes

Although Robert K. Merton identifies role-set theory as a concept in
sociology, it has relevant application to the anthropological study of the
function of initiation rites in Africa. Understanding role-set theory from an
anthropological perspective helps us understand the cultural values
associated with the status sequences and role sequences that form the
African social structure. In this case, that means knowing the rights and
obligations that accompany movement through life's sequence of rites of
passage.
1

Bantu literally means, "people." Black people in South Africa dislike the
term partly on political and partly on linguistic grounds. "Bantu" may also
refer to an extensive group of Negroid peoples of southern and central
Africa, or to any of the languages spoken by these people.
2

I do not investigate the father's role as mediator to ancestral spirits in great
detail for this study, but some clarification is helpful. A. R. RadcliffeBrown (1996) asserts that a father's role as mediator is crucial because the
relationship of a child to his or her father extends to all of the father's
relatives including his ancestors. Therefore, even as a father punishes his
children, so may his ancestors do so. Christianity has impacted the father's
role as mediator. 1. Schapera, in Married Life in an African Tribe (1941),
says that individuality of Western Christianity as a substitution for ancestor
worship has weakened the traditional ideal of group solidarity within the
family. By depriving the father of his ancient role as "family spiritual
priest," one powerful support for his authority has been lost (Schapera
1941 :269).
3

Parts of this section were adapted from an unpublished paper that was
originally co-authored by Ruth Julian, Lynn Shmidt, Cindi Talty, and Tom
Talty.
4

I have substituted the phrase "African traditional religion" for
Willoughby's term of "ancestor worship," which many Africans regard as an
inaccurate, pej orative description of their religion.
5

CHAPTER 3

Being Adult, Being Male: The Meaning and Means of Becoming a Tswana
Man

Being male is genetically determined, but becoming an adult man
requires the inculcation of learned behavior. Mothers always contribute an
X chromosome to a baby while a father has either an X or Y to give away.
Two X-chromosomes determine the sex of the baby to be female, but the
combination of X and Y hotwires the baby to be male. The XY
configuration sets off a process of anatomy modification and brain
differentiation during the fetal development period that identifies the child as
a boy. In normal fetal development his physical male characteristics are
switched on and they will continue to develop as he grows. Characteristics
of visual processing (eye-hand or eye-foot coordination), reasoning,
emotions, creativity, and speech are specialized and give a boy superior
abilities in some areas and deficient abilities in others (Joy 1993 :20-25).

In a study of masculinity Alan Petersen asserts that there are two
concepts of masculine identity. One concept maintains that masculinity is
fixed with relatively stable characteristics that identify a man. This is a "one
identity fits all" type of manhood. The second concept is that masculine
71
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identity is acquired through the internalization of "socially imposed or
socially constructed labels or roles" (Petersen 1998: 13). Donald Joy
illustrates the second concept that learned behavior defines identity through
this account of an interaction between Dan Johnson and his son, Derin.
Derin, then about five years old, gave us a demonstration of his preLittle league skills. His athletic endowments, even at that young age,
were already visible. But as Dan pitched a dozen balls so we could
watch the eye-hand coordination of young Derin's batting we noticed
that before each ball was released, Derin tucked his head forward over
his left shoulder and released a tiny fleck of spit. Only then could he
flex into position to assess the coming ball.
Back inside the house, I asked Dan about Derin's spitting ritual.
"I'm afraid he came by that honestly. It's something I do, and he
watches all of the church-league games. I'm sure he thinks it is the
essential trademark of being a Johnson at the plate." (Joy 1993:31)
My conclusion is that masculine identity is not entirely fixed by genetics.
Biological configuration alone is not enough to provide a universal category
of manhood. Cultural categories and values adapt genetic inclinations to
define manhood according to one's cultural environment.
In a recent, broad study of manhood in America a similar conclusion
is reached. The editors say, "There is not one masculinity; there are many"
(Boyd 1996:115). No universal type of manhood exists that is experienced
the same way for every man in every culture. Therefore, this chapter is
devoted to studying manhood, as men of the Tswana culture experience it. I
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investigate the marks of manhood and the Tswana means of becoming a
man. Finally 1 present a biblical interaction with Tswana manhood.
Marks of Manhood
"What we do" is visible to observation and is used more often to
define us as people than "Who we are." Moreover, I have arranged this
discussion of Tswana manhood according to "What they do", but I often
return to "Who they are" in order to examine the values that underlie the
behavior of men. I have identified six "marks of manhood" that separate
Tswana men from boys.
Respect
The American comedian, Rodney Dangerfield, often lamented, "I
don't get no respect." And until a Tswana boy becomes a man, he also
doesn't get any respect. People say, "A boy is a dog, whether he dies
doesn't matter" (Schapera 1930:83). Tswana society is a hierarchy of
positions that require respect from those who are below. A boy is taught to
respect all those who are his superiors and he will also expect to receive the
respect of those who are inferior in position. Mr. Lafefe is a Tswana man
who lives in South Africa. He attended a Tswana initiation when he was
young, and stated that respect was one of the principal lessons taught at the
initiation school. "But," he said, "respect was taught before that by the
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whole community. You were taught you don't have just one father. All the
men of the community are your fathers."
Respect is often expressed through "praise poems" or "praise songs"
that extol the virtues of the honored heroes of one's family, clan, or tribe
(both living and dead). Idiomatic names or "praise names" are recited that
recount the qualities for which a person is known (Lestrade 1937:296). In a
journal entry on August 23,1851 David Livingstone recorded a praise song
(of which I have given only one stanza) that honored ChiefSebetwane. 1

Segosi, sala 0 e ja tlotloko
tlotlo la motho a sa dule gae;
Segosi, sala 0 e ja dijo tse,
dijo tsa motho a sa dule gae.
Mosadi wa batho botlhe
a ntse a tsamaya mo nageng.
(Schapera 1960:57,59)

Translation:
Segosi, stay here and eat ...
the prosperity of a person still at
home.
Segosi, stay here and eat the food,
the food of a person still at home.
The wife of all the people
is still going about in the veld.

There are two specific references to the chief s role and position. Segosi
means "royal one" and addresses Sebatwane as the tribal head, and "wife of
all the people" refers to his function as provider of the tribe (Schapera
1960:59). These expressions of honor are also prayers. "Constant
reiteration of praise-names ... is grounded in the conviction that the
utterance of a person's praise-names is enough in itself to win his favourable
consideration" (Willoughby 1928 :369).
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Respect is valuable in maintaining a strong family structure. Birth
order sets the lineage of the family. The office of head of the family goes to
the eldest son, and Isaac Schapera notes that the significance of this office is
that he becomes the "founder of a line that will perpetuate his name"
(1941 :213). A man named Bathusi explains that when his father passed
away he became head of the family in his father's place. "I work at
everything in the home like the lands [fields], plowing, building a house for
my mother, and plowing for her as well." In another case, Makuku said his
father taught him everything about plowing and taking care of their fields by
allowing him to work with his father when Makuku was young. When his
father became old he turned all of the work over to Makuku, who then acted
as head of the family. Respect remains a dominant theme in the daily lives
of contemporary Tswana families.
My informants related many examples of the type of respect that is
shown to those with the status of adult man:
Anias-"They now respect me. When I go for a bath, those who did
not attend the initiation school, I chase them away."
Shadrach-"Younger ones must respect you ... Children treat you as
an elder one. They no longer call you by your name. They use a name like
'brother' or 'uncle. '"
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Mopati-"The grandfather [family partriarch] treats grown men
differently. They join the discussions of weddings and bride price."
George-"When you are grown up [your mother] will respect you
more. Even some things you were never involved in she will include. She
shares her problems with her son, and they come up with solutions
together. "
Respect is valuable in maintaining a strong community structure.
Schapera observed that participation in public life in Tswana communities
was traditionally confined to men (1956:55). That is not strictly upheld in
contemporary Tswana culture as women now hold many political and civic
positions. Proceedings at the kgotla or chiefs council, however, continue to
follow traditional procedures and one must be considered a man to gain
entrance to community discussions. Daniel, who never attended initiation
school, considers himself too young at 22 years old, but he anticipates that
when others regard him as a man he will attend the meetings at the chief s
council. Anias attended his tribe's initiation school, and is confident now to
go to the chief s councils with his father and is enthusiastic about his
freedom to speak because they respect his opinions and beliefs.
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Power/Authority
"Most [Tswana] social institutions are patrilineal in character. Tribal,
2

totemic, ward, and lineage affiliation are determined in the first instance by
descent through the father" (Schapera 1941: III ). Consequently, in Tswana
society there are social distinctions based on one's sex, which place men in
superior and more powerful positions than women.
• Men and women sit apart at social gatherings, feasts, and at the
chief s council.
• Tribal law treats women as minors and subjects them to male
guardians (fathers or husbands).
• Men traditionally hold political offices. This is still rigorously
applied to the offices of chief and headman.
• Most magicians (traditional doctors) are men.
• Inheritance traditionally went to the eldest son who succeeded his
father as head of the household and any political office his father
may have held (Shapera 1953:37ff).
Masculine power is embodied in the formation of the regiment

(mophato), which is the culmination of every initiation school. David
Livingstone observed that "the great objective of the Bogwera [initiation] is
to bind the bands so together that they must fight or be killed by their
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companions" (Schapera 1960:154). The pressure to become part of the
group and to embrace one's adult responsibility was so strong that those who
failed in their duty were insulted and scorned as cowards by their age-mates.
Regiments also demonstrated masculine power through the deeds they were
called to perform by their chief. Men's regiments fought as separate units in
the tribal army. and in peacetime they were called upon to perform public
services such as rounding up stray cattle, hunting game, destroying beasts of
prey, and acting as police (Schapera 1956:48).
Although authority can be a feature of one's status at birth, a man
must also prove himself worthy to retain it through the consistency and
accomplishments of his life. David Livingstone (Schapera 1960:154-155)
wrote in his journal on June 9,1853 about ChiefSebetwane's brother,
Mpololo. Mpololo's regiment had been dispatched recently for the purpose
of warfare, and Mpololo failed in some duty to which he had been assigned.
Afterwards, when he approached some of his companions who were
drinking beer, one of them tipped the calabash into Mpololo's face just as he
was about to drink from it and spilled the beer all over him. Even though his
brother was chief, Sebetwane's influence did not keep Mpololo from being
derided because of his failure within his regiment.
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As mentioned previously, head of the family is a position of respect,
but it should be noted that he also possesses tremendous authority. The head
of the family acts as priest to the family ancestors, knowing that after death
he will take his place among the deified patriarchs. All offerings to the
family ancestors must pass through him and any inconsistency in this
practice is a great taboo (Willoughby 1928:334). All important matters
affecting the family as a whole or any of its individual members are brought
to the family patriarch. He judges family affairs, such as the occasions of
births, marriages, sickness, and care of cattle and he leads the family in
private worship when an appeal to the ancestral powers is necessary
(Willoughby 1928: 178ft). He may appeal for blessing or protection from
the family ancestors.
WisdomlResponsibility
John Mackenzie, a missionary of the London Missionary Society in
the mid-1800s, revealed a vital interest in the Tswana people. He remarked
that initiation was the single most significant ceremony in Tswana life,
because it introduces boys to the duties and responsibilities of manhood. He
commented that the first great lesson of initiation is to endure pain and that
the severe flogging given by fathers to their own sons is a testimony of their
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depth of affection for them. He records this anecdote when he noticed the
scars of beating on the back of one of his informants.
Informant: All men bear the marks of beating on their backs.
Mackenzie: How deeply are you marked?
Informant: Monare (Sir), you must, no doubt have also observed
my superior wisdom. You see my father did not beat me so severely
in vain. (Mackenzie 1971 :376)
The mark of wisdom is sometimes achieved through painful lessons.
Displaying wisdom and responsibility often reflects the practical
needs of family. A Tswana proverb says, "Motswadi ke ene thebe ya me Ie

momphemedi," which means, "My parent is my shield and my defender"
(Schapera 1938:176). As one man explained to me, that meant that a man
supplies the needs of his household and protects his family from harm. In
the past when a man spent much of his time in the bush (wilderness) he had
to be prepared for certain contingencies. He carried an axe in case he came
across a bee's nest. He would be able to chop into the tree to gather the
honey for his family. He always carried a knife for protection, and most of
all he always came home with an armload of firewood for the cooking fire.
Tswana men today also express that taking responsibility and the
wisdom to make sound judgments demonstrate manhood. Super, a 29 year
old, suggests that taking adult responsibilities proves that he is a man. He
says, "I no longer play with girls (tshameka Ie banyana).3 I am helping
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[financially] with my mother and niece. A son must take care of his parents
always."
Mmolotsi, a 21 year old, says he recognizes that he is becoming a man
by the way his mind is thinking of the future. "I am becoming different
from a young person ... I don't act like before, playing around with small
houses (mandlwane) or wire cars. Now I think about what to do with my
own herds instead of troubling my parents." In many of my interviews the
concept of the wisdom of manhood was expressed in a similar way to
Mmolotsi; it is seen in changed ways of thinking:
Thato-"Boys are short-sighted. They speak without thinking. They
cannot think of buying livestock that will be inherited by their sons, or think
of building a house."
Kefitlhile-"A man looks forward (monna

0

tebelopile rno

bokomosong); he plans for the future."
Thobane-"A man looks forward [he plans] for cattle and a home.
These are the most important [indicators that] show responsibility."
Shadrach-"When I matured I thought like a man. A child depends
on his parents. An adult thinks for himself how to build a house and no
longer depends on his parents."
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Oduetse, a 20 year old, responded that for other men to regard a boy
as a man, "They look for wisdom. But these days there is less discipline. In
the olden days, if a child would interrupt a parent the parent would beat the
child." Boys and men no longer bear the marks of beating on their backs
and yet they continue to recognize wisdom as a badge of manhood. One
might ask, if beating or flogging (using Mackenzie's term) has declined, has
the wisdom it conferred declined as well?
Wealth
The accumulation of wealth is through different means today than in
traditional Tswana society, but the cultural incentive for amassing wealth
remains. It is a symbol of a man's position in the community and it supports
him in his old age (Schapera 1941 :39).
Cattle. Cattle are a measure of wealth. Middle-aged Kaisara claims
that cattle are the "stamp of proof' of manhood and his readiness for
marriage. Bogadi or bride price is measured in the number of cattle to be
given by the groom's family to the bride's family. That is still true today
although cash equivalents are often worked out by negotiation for families
whose income is through employment and who do not own cattle.
Wife or Wives. Polygamy is still a recognized institution. It is not
explicitly forbidden except in the case where a man is married by civil law.
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Then he limits himself to one wife. Tribal law continues to recognize
polygamous marriages. Large polygamous families are limited to royal
families and other prominent or wealthy people (Schapera 1941 :99). All of
the men in my interviews who were married were monogamous.
House. Ernest represented many others when he said that a man
concentrates on building his home. The mark of manhood for him was his
ability to build a house that would provide for his wife and family.
Property. A husband is obliged to support his wife and can set aside
certain properties specifically for her. These include household utensils and
gardening implements, and even certain cattle and fields if her husband
allots them to her. Basically, however, the husband owns the majority of
property. At his death his eldest son becomes the main heir to a man's
property. In the event that a man has no sons, his younger brother or next
senior paternal relative looks after his estate (Schapera 1941 :327-328).
The down side to the accumulation of wealth today is that it is
sometimes used to raise the individual's sense of worth or status at the
expense of his family. In a group discussion at Moshupa, one young man
expressed that wealth can bring out the insidious character of a man as well.
These days some [men] are very proud. I will say it happens even in
the church. They will say, "Do you see me?" At home the same thing
happens and they say, "Do you see me?" Outside [the home] instead
of sending money to his children he will buy alcohol for his friends.
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He wants his friends to see him as a man by supplying them with
alcohol.
Today, with jobs available generally for the young and educated, wealth
among the Batswana is distributed in a much different way than in
traditional society. Those who have attained a Western style education are
also more apt to believe that it is their own efforts that have given them
wealth, and they are sometime less inclined to regard their assets and
possessions as family or community wealth.
Marriage
It is virtually unheard of to remain single if you are a Tswana man. It
is considered an essential step for a normal man that he will marry.
"Unmarried people are in tribal law always subject to the guardianship of
their father and are less highly respected than husbands and wives. Through
marriage, therefore, they acquire enhanced social status" (Schapera
1941:38). My informants had many opinions and experiences concerning
marriage and its relationship to manhood.
Ernest said the top requirement for marriage was to have cattle. He
needed cattle to pay the bride price (bogadi), and also for plowing so he
would be able to support his wife.
Thato believes that he needs to be married before he will be able to
join the discussions of other men. He is single now because he is too young
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to be married. He is 22 years old, but he lacks his own household , livestock,
and the ability to support a wife.
Twenty-one years is generally regarded as the legal age when a man
can marry, but very few if any marry that young. Mopati agrees that he
could be married at 21, but he is now 27. He says he must be prepared first
by working to show that he has enough possessions to support his wife and
give gifts to her parents.
In my 47 interviews not one person disputed that marriage was a mark
of manhood. Andy summed up the man's position in the family best by
saying, "Everything [in marriage] points to him. The wife is not really
second to the man, but the heart of the family is the man. ffeel it 's our
culture" (emphasis added). However, some men observed that in today's

culture there is not always a clear-cut distinction of when a man is married.
An old man, Tlhobogang, got married in the old Tswana tradition. His

father and mother sought a wife for him when they regarded him as old
enough and grown up enough to take care of a family. He says that he could
not go out and meet a girl by himself in order to find a wife. "I was a child
controlled by my parents; I did not control my parents." In contrast,
Kgakgamatso says that today things are very "disorganized." "[Today] boys
sometimes stay with girls ... legally a boy is not a man when he lives with a
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girl. But he has a lot of money, he controls his parents, and he lives as ifhe
is married." Tswana men still hold the belief in the ideal of marriage, but in
reality they seem not to observe legal marriage, either cultural or civil, as
essential to manhood.
Work
"Cattle raising is the work of a man" (Willoughby n.d.:3 7) describes a
traditional view of work. In a rural setting a clear-cut division oflabor still
persists on the whole. Women's work centered around the home and
included tilling the garden (with a hoe), building and repairing the walls of
huts, thatching roofs, preparing food, making beer, keeping chickens,
fetching water and fIrewood, and doing other domestic housework. Men's
work consisted of herding cattle, hunting, erecting the timbers for houses,
clearing new fIelds, and assisting with weeding and harvesting of gardens
(Schapera 1953 :27). Boys prepared for manhood by herding goats and
sheep before graduating to herding cattle. Traditionally, after initiation they
assumed adult jobs.
Today the situation varies greatly. There are some young men who
still carry on the traditional jobs of manhood, but most men are looking to
employment in business, education, and government as a means of making a
living. Mopati comments on the work of a man. He says, "A boy has a
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spirit of joking, but a man's work is more serious. In the past boys were
herding, but now they have left for jobs." He observes that the job of
herding has been left to the old men who grew up in a traditional Tswana
environment and who still realize the value of herding cattle.
Working in the mines has become a more persistent mark of manhood
in the past 100 years than herding cattle. Consider the case of Makuku. His
work in the South African mines convinced his father that he had become a
responsible man, ready for marriage and to take over the family farm. While
growing up he was under the control of his father who taught him how to
plow and to care for the cattle. Then Makuku started working in the mines
near Johannesburg in 1933 when he was 21 years old. By saving his money
he was able to buy the cattle that paid the bride price for his wife.
Eventually his father began to trust Makuku to handle the matters that arose
concerning the cattle, and soon he took over the plowing too. Makuku had a
very peaceful transition into manhood because he submitted himself to his
parents' control and let them decide when he was old enough and mentally
fit for adulthood. But, he said, he was content with being in his 3 Os or 40s
before his father fully recognized his manhood and today boys will never do
that. They just want to do things on their own and control their own futures.
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Means of Attaining Manhood
Initiation (bogwera) was the traditional means to becoming a Tswana
man. In English it is commonly called bush school, because of its usual
location far out in the African bush or wilderness. Today young men in
Botswana know very few details about initiation. Oduetse, a 20 year old,
was the first person I interviewed in Botswana, and he knew the word

bogwera referred to the initiation school. However, that was the limit of his
knowledge about it. I found this was the common experience of young men,
and it was generally men in their 60s and older who retained cultural
knowledge about initiation.
The practice of initiation has also declined sharply in the Tswana tribe
in South Africa in recent years. The national president of South Africa, Mr.
Thabo Mbeki, has emphasized the need for a cultural renaissance in order
for the tribal people of South Africa to recapture much of their culture that
was lost during the apartheid years. 4 Part of his focus has been to establish
a "cultural desk" in the Department of Education, which is an office that
presents information about diminishing cultural practices within the school
system. I was referred to Mr. J. R. Marube because of his experience with
the cultural desk. He regretted the loss of initiation as a Tswana cultural
practice and recommended its reinstitution in order to strike a balance
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between education that was purely academic and education that taught
cultural values. He suggested that the loss of initiation school has
contributed to the loss of four valuable lessons: (1) good manners, (2) how
to be good citizens, (3) one's responsibility as a man of tomorrow, and (4)
respect for parents and elders (Marube 2001).
In Botswana today a similar sentiment is often voiced that declining
cultural practices need to be restored to renew the values that were
associated with them. In a paper presented to an alcoholism seminar,
Member of Parliament, Mr. Bathoen Gaseitsiwe stated, "The Batswana
tradition is a complete wreck" (1983 :48). Just as Mr. Marube in South
Africa, Mr. Gaseitsiwe laments the loss of morality and integrity that
traditional cultural practices instilled into the Batswana.
The tradition of the Batswana was that the head of a family was not
only responsible to his immediate household but also to other families
in his ward ... The chief had to rule and guide the people in virtues of
honesty, loyalty and patriotism (bogwera), gentleness, truth and
obedience (parental control), love and service to the country
(mophato). (Gaseitsiwe 1983:48)
Today's Western-style of education has not been successful in preparing
young people for moral living because it has reversed the focus of education.
Traditional education intended to teach young people how to live
successfully. "It aimed at producing mature, good men and women"
(Byaruhanga-Akiiki 1984:15). Good men and women were successful by
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being useful, productive, and well behaved, but not necessarily successful
materially. Traditional rituals that accompanied the stages of development
helped bring young men to maturity and successful moral living.
The Traditional Initiation Ceremony
It does not seem that there ever has been one universal Tswana

initiation ceremony. Variations, based on the traditions of individual chiefs
and on the traditions of the Tswana sub-tribes, are documented throughout
all records of Tswana initiation. After reading several accounts of initiation
procedures and talking with men who have attended initiation schools in
Botswana and South Africa, I composed a brief description of Tswana
initiation, which I used in my subsequent endeavor to develop a
contemporary Christian model of initiation.
Separation Rites. Boys gathered at their ward and were given
traditional medicine to ensure that they would not be over-shadowed by the
boys of other wards. This helped each boy to do his best during the
initiation. The men of their ward accompanied them to the chief s council,
and they sang as they went. The boys lay on the ground and each was
beaten. This showed that the boys willingly submitted themselves to the
authority of their elders.
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The Initiation Camp. The site of the camp was chosen by divination
to assure that the spirits would be pleased with it and not offended. The
campsite was built by older youths from the previous initiation school. The
arrangement of the camp is shown in Figure 3.
During the first day, the boys to be initiated were arranged according
to their birth rank. This taught them where they belonged in the tribe so that
when they went home there would be no quarreling about the order of their
rank. To protect all those involved in the initiation from harm the traditional
doctor treated fireplaces of each ward, as well as the whole camp.
Circumcision. Starting with the boy of the highest rank the
circumcisions were performed by the rrathipana (man with the little knife)
with the help of the traditional doctor. Circumcision was the proof of being
a man and that he attended the initiation school.
Camp Organization. There were three types of leaders:
(1)

Bagokane/badisa (teachers/shepherds) were members of the

previous initiation regiment (mophato). They took care of the boys from
their own wards, collected the food and cooked for the boys and for the
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elders, if necessary. They guided the boys in their daily activities and
helped them learn to recite their lessons.
(2)

Each ward chose a rn%be (leader) who was responsible for

instructing the boys of his ward. He was chosen by his headman because of
his good moral character and his recognized knowledge of tribal law.
(3)

The Leader from the chiefs ward was the rnogokgo5 (principal)

of the camp. He was also chosen because of his upstanding character and
knowledge. He was the principal instructor of the camp, and he decided
what the boys should do each day.
The family of each boy was responsible for providing food for the
boys of their ward. All of the families who had boys in the initiation camp
made contributions of cattle and food.
Daily Routine. The principal taught lessons each morning and
evening around the central tree of the initiation camp. Each ward leader
reviewed the lesson with the boys of his ward, and the shepherds helped
them learn to recite the lessons. Failure to learn or recite the lessons
properly resulted in a beating. The lessons were considered essential for the
maturity of the boys into men.
The boys spent the middle of the day in the bush doing various
activities under the supervision of the shepherds. They hunted for small
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game, practiced the camp songs, and recited the lessons (laws) they had
heard in the morning. After the evening lesson and meal there was much
singing, dancing, and celebration at each ward 's fireplace.
Instruction and Discipline. The boys were taught various laws or
rules of conduct, and tribal songs of war and triumph. The laws were also
taught in the form of songs and proverbs. By learning these songs, when the
boys were faced with a decision about right or wrong they would remember
the words of the song.
The principal of the camp taught the main lessons around the central
tree of the camp every morning and evening. He repeated it until everyone
understood it. The rules he taught included:
(1)

Respect for elders, parents, and older brothers

(2)

Respect for property, like herding cattle carefully

(3)

Loyalty to family and ward

(4)

Marriage laws

(5)

Rules of sexual behavior

(6)

How to make wise decisions and to be aware of peer pressure

(7)

There are consequences to bad decisions (for example, if you
impregnate a girl you must pay compensation)

(8)

Special camp rules that regulate sitting, sleeping, and eating.
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Beating with a moretlwa branch was the only discipline allowed in the
camp. The boys were beaten every morning and evening after the lesson
was given. They may also be beaten for breaking any of the camp rules or
for being unable to recite the lessons correctly. The beatings were done by
the shepherds or their ward leader.
Returning to Society. In the last few weeks of the initiation school the
boys used a mixture of fat and letsoku (red clay) to make their bodies look
very healthy. They were no longer beaten. Their families gave them new
clothes for graduation day.
Before graduation each boy composed his own praise poem or leboko.
This was a testimony of his perseverance and courage during the hardships
he endured. He memorized this poem so that he could easily recite it.
When they came from the initiation camp, every youth knew that he
was transformed to be a man. The traditional doctor gave them medicine to
protect them in their new manhood. The principal told them on the last day
that they are now men and all boyhood must remain behind in the camp.
Some of the elders and the chief also addressed the new men to give them
some final words of encouragement. Then the camp was burned and all the
new men, surrounded by the shepherds and all the elders, returned to the
chief s council with singing and dancing.
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The women, girls, and younger boys of the village came to meet them
and join their celebration as they made their way to the council. At the
chief s council the chief repeated the declaration that the youths are now
men, and he announced to the congregation the name of the new regiment.
The celebration continued as the new men returned home with the people of
their own wards. At their ward council everyone took part in the feast that
had been prepared for the occasion. Each boy recited his praise poem while
the elders looked on in admiration, and then the celebrations were continued
in individual homes by each one's relatives and friends.
Contemporary Attitudes toward Initiation
Today, some men's attitudes toward initiation indicate that they still
regard it as a valid pathway to manhood. Kaisara, who is 47 years old,
admits, "I am not a man even though I have a wife." He has not been
initiated, but he is well acquainted with the ideals of initiation school from
his father, Gousu. Gousu was the first man I found in Moshupa who had
attended initiation school, and he was also the oldest (96 years old) man I
interviewed. He agreed that his son was not regarded as a man and added,
"If one has never attended [initiation] he is called a boy forever." The old
men find it hard to perceive any other way to manhood because for them
initiation provided a definite passage out of boyhood. Another man named
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Kaisara, aged 87, was adamant, "When you come from initiation school, you
are a man ... I was able to marry after initiation because I knew I was a
man." Fifty six year old Pete also affinned, "Culturally when you are a man
by age, if there is no initiation you will remain a boy until you die. You will
remain a boy, even if you are married ... I was circumcised in 1961 at
Ramotswa. They told us that we were men when we came from there."
These three never questioned their identities as men of the community.
Among those I interviewed who had attended initiation school there
was only one negative criticism. John, who attended in 1979, said the
instructions that were given did not prepare him well for adult life. Sello
voiced a similar opinion, "I am against the way it is being done now because
proper instruction is not being given and people treat it like a business. But
if it could be done correctly I love it. It teaches young men their roots. It
teaches them to respect. It teaches the laws of life. It teaches poems and
praise songs." The problem with some oftoday's initiation schools is that
they are not being done under the authority of a chief. Consequently, some
of the organizers are more concerned with collecting fees from the boys'
families than they are with giving proper training to the young men. Pastor
Maluleka, who was my host in South Africa summed it up, "The
infrastructure of society is crumbling and no longer supports its institutions."
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Traces of Initiation in Contemporary Society
Although initiation schools have essentially ended in Botswana and
are declining rapidly in South Africa among the Batswana, many of the
significant features of initiation are experienced in other social institutions.
Moral training and social bonding through participation in a regiment were
meaningful because they prepared men for adult responsibility and life in
community. Parents and other relatives teach children the lessons they need
to prepare them for life. Several of the lessons Daniel has learned from his
parents are to behave well, how to rear cattle, and how to work with his own
hands to supply his livelihood. Thapelo says that some laws and taboos
about marriage are hidden, but when you get older your uncles and
grandfathers will call you and tell you what you need to know to prepare you
for marriage.
Some chiefs still accept the responsibility for discipline of young men.
James reports, "I know in the old days the initiation schools were attended
for the reason to discipline a boy to become a man. These days there are

kgotla meetings. The chief may tell parents to send their misbehaving
children, because parents cannot beat their children."
Another trace of initiation school is seen in the formation of
regiments. Tlhobohang says that he was called by the chief to form a
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regiment that fought dW'ing Worid War II. He served in an artillery unit that
fought in the Middle East. He said the war was his initiation school, and he
showed me a medal he received while he was overseas that proved his
loyalty to his chief. Morotsi, a man in his 70s, said that initiation schools
were halted in Moshupa (his village) in 1929 or 1930. However, the chief
has continued to form regiments among the young men. He recounted a
typical regiment formation:
First of all in our way of life, we Bakgatla [Tswana sub-tribe]
warmed ourselves at the kgotla [chiefs council] with some firewood.
Young men prepared the fire for the elder ones. That's where we
were taught instead of at initiation school. Today in our village the
chief calls young men as a mophato [regiment] and gives a certain
name to the [regiment].
Regiments are formed at 2 to 3 year intervals. Today they are
called to a place known as Kgokolwe (a certain stone here). The
people are assembled by the chief. After all have met from the village
the chief orders the sekhutlula [I don't know the meaning of this
word] to shoot a gun as a sign that the [regiment] should go outside of
the village. While they are outside they are ordered to stop at a
certain place. They stop and then they are ordered to come back.
They must come back running. The chief will give them a
[regimental] name and then they know they have become men.
It is compulsory to do this. No one can marry unless they do this,
but it is just a regiment ... I attended it. The name of my regiment is
"Le Sitakgosi."
Young men have two other opportunities to socialize in ways similar
to regiments. Sello, a South African who attended initiation in 1944, says
that high school can be perceived as a replacement for regiments. "If a child
manages up to the level of high school, it gives him a sense of belonging.
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Their experience there has prepared them to face life in the future. Before,
young men referred to the name of their [regiment], but today the he refers
to the name of his high school and pals to gain a sense of belonging and
achievement. "
The second opportunity is in Botswana where after graduation from
high school all young men and women enter a program called National
Service for one year. The young people are generally assigned to rural areas
to carry out jobs in primary schools, clinics, or local administrations. Andy
reports on his experience in National Service, "You are left alone in a new
place and with new faces. That's where you learn to depend on yourself."
While they give back to the national community that provided their
education they also gain the confidence and experience to proceed into the
future.
The Way to Manhood Today
Contemporary means to attain manhood reflect traditional values.
"There has been an observation that some of the traditional rituals are
declining if not completely dying out. Even if this may be so, there is no
indication this weakens the values which the rituals represent" (ByaruhangaAkiiki 1984:26). Initiation is one of the rituals that have been dying out.
However, because the value of being recognized as a man has changed little
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in Tswana society, young men have pursued alternative means of attaining
manhood. The men I interviewed distinguished nine ways that boys become
men today.
Age and Physical Changes. Lovemore-"Age makes me a man ...
that is over 21 by government laws."
Oduetse-"A boy becomes a man through physical changes like
growing a beard."
Daniel-"I felt like a man when my voice changed."
Teme-"After 20 plus years he is regarded as a man."
Steve-"I consider myself as a man because my age mates have
already married."
Education. Andy-"A man needs to pass his academic work and go
through levels of education to prove himself as a moral human being."
Oduetse-"High school helps a boy take responsibility."
Parental Confirmation. Thobane-"When his father gives him
livestock he knows he is a man. His father tells him when he is old enough
to marry and care for livestock."
James-"Ifyour parents see you are old enough, they tell you.
Nowadays things are disorganized."
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Taking Responsibility. Daniel's mother-"When a boy respects his
parent's instructions and cares for his home, this shows he is a man. When
he marries he will follow the same principles he learned at home."
Tony-"I felt like a man when I began to take responsibility and
making decisions for taking care of my home. My mom got very sick and I
was the only one at home to take care of her."
Oagile--"I am a man because I do not rely on my parents for clothing.
I do piece jobs to get money."
S. Phirinyane--"I became a man when at the age of 19 my father
passed away. I went to my village of Pelekwe and took care of my father's
property. I was alone taking care of the cattle.
Job. Tapologo--"When I came back from mining at Vall Reefs mine
I knew I was a man.
Circumcision. Tony-"I was circumcised in the hospital." Some
pastors advocate hospital circumcision as a substitute for initiation schools.
Sexual Experience. S. Phirinyane-"The moment he knows how to
call girls, he's a man."
Teme-"For example, when a boy impregnates a girl he feels he is a
man."

103

Deciding for Oneself. Sekgopi-"Nobody told me, I just recognized
that I was a man. I just prepared myself. A man knows when he is old
enough."
Marriage. Marriage was mentioned most often as the means to attain
manhood. In fact, when I asked, "How does a boy become a man?" some
infonnants began at once to recite the requirements for marriage. Mophati
said, "After marriage a man can join the discussions with other men."
James- "In Setswana they say if you are married, you are a man and
no longer a boy. I recognized this because after marriage I changed and saw
I was a man."
George-"Marriage is the step to join other men. The rules of
marriage are taught by the elders, and your uncles prepare everything."
Ernest-"I did not doubt I was a man when I was married. I
concentrated on building a home and supporting my family. My uncle and
father taught me the laws about marriage. They warned me to leave
childhood things behind and focus on adult things."
There are indications within Tswana society that the contemporary
means of attaining manhood do not satisfy the cultural requirements for the
preparation of young men. It is obvious from the comments recorded above
that today there are a multitude of ways that young men perceive will lead
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them into manhood. They range from a mystical or spiritual knowing by the
individual himself to the affirmation of manhood by parents or elders.
However, the evident inconsistency of cultural means for becoming a man
has produced a generation or generations of men who have found the means
inadequate for a successful transformation into manhood. This is the
essence of role loss, which I explore in detail in Chapter 4.
Tswana culture is changing and struggling to maintain its values.
Mrs. P. Maputle, a social worker in a major hospital in Botswana, remarks
on the changes taking place in Botswana. "Respect for the elderly continues
to decline, as gray hairs give way to academic gowns, as a sign of wisdom
and their ability to lead and advise" (Maputle 1990:48). One of the
contributing factors to the increased inappropriate behavior found in Tswana
society is that newer institutions have superceded traditional institutions, but
they have not fully replaced them in practice. I have adopted her solution to
this problem as the setting for the next section of this chapter.
We need to look deeper in our traditional past, sort out traditional
values and social organizations, with a view to make use of those
positive values of our past, in order to build a strong present and
future. Rejection of everything traditional does not bring any solution
to our modem problems, neither does the inclusion of everything.
(Maputle 1990:49)
Next, I present an interaction of cultural and biblical perspectives on
manhood that will help to distinguish positive traditional values.
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A Biblical Interaction with Tswana Manhood
The purpose of this exercise is to remind Tswana Christians and all of
us that history is the story of God's involvement in the world. Paul Hiebert
asserts that God is at work in cosmic history (creation, fall into sin,
redemption, and eternity), human history (the affairs of individuals and
nations), and natural history (the material order of creation) (1994:233).
God created, he sustains, and he is working for the redemption and
restoration of all three levels of his creation.
When we realize that God is more than the ultimate creator of the
cosmos and that he involves himself in humanity as well, we gain a new
appreciation for human culture. In The Gospel in a Pluralist Society (1989)
Lesslie Newbigin says that the Christ event of death and resurrection calls us
to neither simply reject human culture nor simply accept it. At his death
Christ was rejected and cast out by representatives of human culture. The
words to his followers, "Whoever would be my disciple, let him take up his
cross and follow me" suggest that Jesus' disciples are also to be rejected by
the world and that they too should reject the world. However, in Christ's
resurrection we see God's grace reaching out to those who have rejected him
and reaffirming his purpose of redemption. This interpretation of Jesus'
death and resurrection reminds us that we live within human cultures that
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have rejected the revelation of Jesus and yet within our cultures we
experience God's love and grace. Newbigin says, "We have to say both
'God accepts human culture' and also 'God judges human culture'"
(1989:195).
My point of view going into the discussions that generated the
following data reflected Newbigin's interpretation of human culture and
human history. Because God has been involved in Tswana culture we can
expect that some cultural features correspond to biblical values, and we can
genuinely embrace them. They manifest God's redemptive grace through
the agency of Tswana culture. On the other hand, we cannot wholeheartedly
endorse all that makes up Tswana culture and society, because some
elements reflect destructive self-interest and are in need of God's
redemption.
Three discussion groups investigated the Tswana perception of an
ideal man. The groups consisted essentially of the two adult congregations
of the Nazarene churches in Moshupa and Gaborone and a meeting of the
Nazarene pastors in Botswana. Each group contained men and women, but
no distinctions were made as to their marital statuses or whether or not any
had undergone initiation. The groups were asked what qualities and
behaviors characterize a good, responsible Tswana man, focusing on the role
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sets of a man in relation to the community, his wife, and his children. In the
second part of the exercise they sought scriptural evidence to determine
whether the Bible upheld the cultural ideal, repudiated it, or was quiet about
it. Table 1 summarizes the results of those discussions. The participants
generated all of the comments and scripture references, but note that there
are three instances where no biblical response is listed. This simply
indicates that no response was generated in these discussions and should not
be interpreted to mean that the Bible is silent on those subjects.
Table 1
Discussion Findings on Cultural Ideals of Manhood

In Relation to the Community:
1. He must be a respectful person.
Comments:
Man-"In the old days that meant
respecting an old man as a valuable
person in the tribe."
2. He loves.

3. He has good rules.

4. He must do good deeds.
Comments:
Man-"In the past that meant

Biblical Response
1. The husband of an admirable
woman is also respected and sits
with the elders (Proverbs 31 :23).
Joseph showed great respect by not
disgracing Mary when she was found
to be pregnant (Matthew 1: 19).
2. "Let us love one another, for love
comes from God. Everyone who
loves has been born of God and
knows God. Whoever does not love
does not know God, because God is
10ve"-1 John 4:7-8.
3. If you have something worth
telling, like good rules, they are
worth telling to your children and
you grandchildren (Joel 1:3).
4. No Response Generated

108

plowing, herding, hunting animals,
cutting trees, and preparing fields."
Man-"Buy cattle, clear his fields ,
bring firewood home, and always
carry an axe for chopping wood or
gathering honey."
5. He is strong.
5. No Response Generated
Comments:
Man-"A man who wins a fight with
other men is considered great."
Man-"While hunting animals men
sometimes beat one another with
moretlwa sticks and the survivor
becomes the leader."

Cultural Ideals of Manhood
In Relation to his Wife:
1. He respects and loves his wife.
Comments:
Woman-"He treats his wife like he
treats himself."
Woman-"He has to be sensitive to
our needs."
Man-"A man shows he loves his
wife by taking care of her children."
W oman-"Respect each other."
2. An old man is like a god at home.
Comments:
Man-" A wife cannot ask him what
he is doing or where he is going."

3. He seeks peace with his wife.

Biblical Response
1. Husbands should love their wives
in the same way that Christ loves the
church (Ephesians 5:25). Paul gives
a rule to the Colossians that
husbands should love their wives
(Colossians 3:19).

2. A husband and wife are one flesh.
The man is not above his wife
(Matthew 19:5-6). He should tell his
wife where he goes. Jacob did not
make all decisions alone. He
consulted his wives for advice
(Genesis 31 :4-16).
3. Paul says to get rid of all
bitterness, rage and anger, fighting,
and slander (Ephesians 4:31). That
applies to marriage as well as other
places. 1 Corinthians 7:3-7 urges
husbands and wives to spend time
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together and not be apart except for
short times.
4. He does not beat her.
4. A man should honor his wife's
Comments:
body and care for it as if it were his
Man-"In the old past, beating a
own (Ephesians 5 :29). No one
woman showed he was a real man. It would beat himself. Loving your
was done for discipline."
wife means not being harsh with her
(Colossians 3:19). He should not
beat her with his hands or his words.
5. He remembers he has a wife and
5. It is good to be married. He
does not live as if he is single.
should fulfill his marital duty only to
Man-"You are tied to your wife."
his wife (1 Corinthians 7:1-2).
Proverbs 5 warns against adultery.
He should "drink water from his own
well." He is married to his wife for
all of his life (Romans 7:2-3). A
man must be faithful to the wife he .
married when he was young
(Malachi 2:14-15).
6. He fmds a job and supports his
6. The Bible says that if a man
family.
doesn't work he will not eat (2
Man-"Even if it is a dangerous job Thessalonians 3: 10). That applies to
like in the mines."
his family too. If a man doesn't
work his family will suffer and
starve. If a man does not provide for
his family he is worse than an
unbeliever (1 Timothy 5 :8).
7. A man may have many wives ifhe 7. It would be hard to say a man
is able to support them.
should not have many wives because
Comments:
many kings in the Bible had more
Man-"In the old past it was said
than one wife.
that a man is a dog. This saying
supported the spirit of many wives."

Cultural Ideals of Manhood
In Relation to His Children:
Biblical Response
1. He respects and loves his children. 1. Ephesians 6:4 says that a father
should not make his children angry
by being overly harsh with them. He
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2. He works for them.
Comments:
Man-"He does not lend things like
an axe to other people when they are
needed at home."
3. He brings security to his home.
Comments:
Man-"Love brings security."
Man-"That may mean be brave to
protect the home."
Woman-"We need someone to
protect us, like when we see a
snake."
Man-"He denies his own life for
the sake of his family."
4. He takes care of his family.

5. He provides food and clothing.
Comments:
Woman-"Like going hunting
because there must be meat for the
family even when there could be
poisonous snakes or wild animals
(like lions) that could overpower
him."
6. He is an example for his children.
Comments:
Man-"What I do they will do."

7. He punishes his children when
they do wrong things.

should train them in the ways of
God.
2. When a man works hard it will
bring wealth to his entire family
(Proverbs 10:4).

3. No Response Generated

4. A father knows how to give good
gifts to his children. He doesn't give
a snake when they ask for bread; he
supplies what they need and what is
good for them (Matthew 8:7-11).
5. Jacob was motivated by his love
for his son, Joseph, and he gave him
a beautiful coat (Genesis 37:3).

6. Joshua declared that he and his
entire household would serve the
Lord. He acted as a spiritual leader
to his children by setting an example
(Joshua 24: 15).
7 - Proverbs 13 :24 says, "He who
spares the rod hates his son, but he
who loves him is careful to discipline
him." Proverbs also says that when a
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father trains his children they will
not stray from his teaching (Proverbs
22:6). Training gives a child all they
need to develop, and discipline
corrects misbehavior. Proverbs 1:8

These inquiries generated a genuinely open exchange of ideas among
all participants. For example, in the past a man acted like a god at home and
treated his wife like a child. The harshness with which a husband dealt with
his wife sparked the following dialogue:
Woman-In the old past men were beating their wives, and the
women wouldn't report the beating.
Man I-Beating of women showed he was a real man. It was
done for discipline.
Man 2-An old man acted like God in the home. Even if a woman
asks what he is doing he became angry. Also, a man who wins a fight
with other men is considered great.
Man I-After hunting animals they beat one another with
moretlwa sticks. The survivor became the leader.
Woman-An old man controlled everything. I did not love those
old rules.
Man I-The old rules were good. Even if some don't love all
cultural things, [the beating] helped some people mature. For
example, [because of the harshness of discipline young people knew]
it was not appropriate for a boy to be seen with some girls. It should
be that way today because of the Bible. (Group discussion at
Moshupa, Botswana on April 22, 2001)
Through this exchange it came out that the Bible supports discipline as a
means to maturity, but the harshness of beating one's wife needs to be
purified by a Christian understanding of the marriage relationship.
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Although these discussions did not produce a comprehensive
characterization of an ideal man in Tswana culture, they do indicate that
Tswana culture generally holds high ideals for those who are considered
good, responsible men, and gives sound instructions for attaining that goal.
We, as Christians, can whole-heartedly embrace those values.
The discussions also identified two definite areas in which biblical
understanding pronounces judgment on Tswana cultural beliefs. The first,
mentioned above, was that husbands do not honor their wives by beating
them or treating them harshly. The second was that a husband must treat his
wife as an equal in the home and value her opinions. When looking at
manhood from a cultural perspective first, I was surprised that none of the
groups discussed a man's relationship to God. In Tswana culture God is far
removed and is not involved in such things, but from a Christian perspective
a man's relationship to God is crucial to attaining his ideals.
The [mal inquiry in these discussions sought evidence that the
revelation of God through Jesus Christ also supports the Tswana concept of
manhood. Jesus surrounded himself with men who were deeply and
profoundly committed to him. When he called some of his disciples he said,
"Follow me." All Christians are exhorted to "Fix our eyes on Jesus." He is
our example. The question is, "Will following Jesus lead us into manhood?"
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Is Jesus an example of ideal manhood? Some were unsure because
Jesus did not experience life as a husband or father. One man suggested,
"According to our culture he was not a normal man because he had no
family." Another said, "Jesus did not show us his family or how to walk in
marriage. As Christians we want to follow in Christ's steps, but he did not
marry and show us the way." A woman agreed that pre-marital counseling
does not use Jesus as an example to say get married like Jesus: follow steps
1 ... 2 ... 3. The first responded, "So our culture should apply there." The
struggle is to accept that Jesus was a man biologically, and yet he does not
meet all the Tswana standards of manhood socially because he did not
experience everything that we attach to being a man.
Another man suggested, "If we consider Jesus only according to our
culture we can criticize him. But when we consider what he came for, he
was a good man. [He was God] and he chose to live in a human form."
This thought stimulated several to consider how Jesus did exemplify ideal
Tswana manhood in other ways:
• He was a respectful person. "When a woman caught in adultery was
brought to him he didn't look down on her." "When he grew up he was
helping his father. Although he didn't marry, sometimes he listened to
his mother."
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• He disciplined others. "He disciplined those who were selling in the
temple. He showed what was going wrong."
• He comforted others in their grief. "He was like a husband. Even on the
cross he said so and so take care of or comfort my mother. He had a very
soft heart. My husband was like that."
• He was not promiscuous.
• He provided food for people. "He had compassion and provided food to
the multitude in the wilderness."
• Jesus was like a parent. "He had disciples. We can think of them as his
children and that he taught them in the way we teach our boys. Later
they went out away from him [and were independent]. In the family we
teach our boys so they can go out from the home."
• Jesus is a husband. "Jesus has his bride, the church."
Our conclusion was that Jesus was the ideal, perfect man. In his own Jewish
culture he qualified as a man, and if he had come to the world through
Tswana culture he would have met our standards as well. He exhibited
qualities that would equip him for Tswana manhood. One woman remarked,
"He didn't stay long. Maybe he could have gotten married. He would have
been a good husband."
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Summary and Conclusion
Of the six marks or distinctions of Tswana masculinity, respect and
marriage are two of the most significant. Showing respect and being
respected are foundational to Tswana manhood, and those who learn to do it
appropriately are considered good members of their family and the
community. Marriage is also basic to Tswana social structure. A man will
have a wife whether or not he owns much property or wealth, or exhibits
much authority or responsibility. Marriage opens the doors to participation
in other social institutions and commands the respect of his peers.
With the decline of initiation ceremonies the means for attaining
manhood have become puzzling and do not prepare young men for adult
responsibilities as well as the traditional rites did. However, the good news
is that God has been involved in Tswana culture and he is helping Tswana
Christians to discern which beliefs to affirm and which to reject.
Jesus was not a Tswana man, but following him offers the most
reliable course for men today to achieve true manhood. Jesus is our faithful
model, because he leads us beyond masculinity to humanity. "Any search
for an 'authentic' masculinity is bound to be problematic since it includes
less than the fully human" (Boyd 1996 :173). The succeeding chapters
pursue a quest for the transformation of Tswana men to "real men."
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Notes

Sebetwane was chief of the Bangwato (a Tswana sub-tribe) at the time
Livingstone first encountered them. Because of the idiomatic nature and
figurative language of praise songs, it is often difficult to ascertain accurate
meanings. A complete understanding of this song would require knowing
the local history of Chief Sebatwane and his people.
1

The ward is a tribal subdivision that consists of families who are united
under the leadership of a headman or kgosana. A ward is usually part of a
village, but it may make up an entirely separate village. Most families in the
ward are related to the headman, and the ward is generally known by the
name of one of its famous ancestors. The headman operates within the ward
much like a chief over the tribe, hearing minor lawsuits and taking care of
local administration. The headmen of all the wards make up the chief s
advisory council.

2

Tshameka Ie banyana (play with girls) denotes a very casual attitude that a
boy may have towards sexual relationships with girls.
3

Apartheid literally means "separateness." A comprehensive review of
apartheid can be found in Leonard Thompson's History ofSouth Africa
(1995). He tracks South African history from a political perspective that
includes the white European invasion, colonialism, the apartheid era, and
the transition to black majority rule. See "Colonialism and Biblical
Revolution in Africa" (1984) by Cheryl Gilkes for a creative theological
response to institutional racism in South Africa.

4

In contemporary Tswana society the meaning of the term mogokgo has
changed. Whereas its traditional meaning was the principal of the initiation
(bogwera), its modem usage refers to the principal of a school.
5

CHAPTER 4

Searching for Identity: Evidence of Role Loss among Tswana Men

Throughout this study when I talk about role loss, I am referring to the
loss of the role set associated with being a Tswana man. That role set is
important because it regulates the behavior associated with being an adult,
husband, father, head of the family or clan, and other positions within
Tswana institutions. Identity as a Tswana man is in question because the
traditional means to attain the status are gone, leaving men confused about
the normative expectations associated with manhood.
Tswana males are searching for identity as Tswana men. Without it
they also lack the ability to cope with either life's bad times or its successes.
One of my most poignant experiences in Botswana was working with
alcoholics, because I encountered young men who felt inadequate to endure
through everyday problems. One of these was Samuel (not his real name to
protect his identity). At the age of 20 Samuel left his home village of
Morwa to seek work. He did not come from a Christian family, but his
parents knew the danger of drinking. They did not even allow bojalwa, the
traditional Tswana beer in their home. Samuel became a policeman and had
a bright future when some fellow officers invited him for a drink. He went
117
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with them and soon his drinking interfered with his work because he was
powerless to stop. One day Samuel was on duty on horseback, and he was
under the influence of alcohol. He fell off the horse, injured his back, and
subsequently lost his job. Then he spent several years living with his
mother, destitute and with few expectations for the future.
In 1993 Samuel became a Christian. With his new faith he devoted
his energy to the church and began to rebuild his life. He stopped drinking
and soon he was employed again at a gas station. Before long Samuel
married a young Christian woman in a civil ceremony, and a baby was on
the way. It seemed that Samuel had dramatically turned a comer away from
his old habits and was energetically pursuing a healthy lifestyle with his new
small family. Samuel expressed his happiness on his face; his eyes were
clear and his grin never stopped. However, while he appeared to be thriving,
Samuel was struggling to cope with the stresses of a steady job and with the
pressures of a new family. To make a long story short, within two years
Samuel's wife left him taking the baby, he lost his job, and he was back
living with his mother again. It was as if nothing good had happened in his
life in those intervening years. It is hard for me to tell Samuel's story
because of my emotional involvement with him and his family over several
years, but his life illustrates the pattern of confusion and distress suffered by
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other Tswana men today. The last time I saw Samuel, his eyes were clouded
again in an alcoholic fog, and he expressed no delight in his life or hope for
a better future.
It seems that San1uel had many opportunities in life that might have

helped to establish his identity as a man: employment, conversion to
Christianity, marriage, and fatherhood. However, none of these experiences
provided a community that validated his manhood. Samuel had no
authoritative father figure in his family to affirm his social standing when he
first started working as a policeman. He found a loving and accepting
fellowship in the church, but it was unprepared to address his inappropriate
coping mechanisms. Because his marriage was a civil ceremony Samuel
bypassed the normal cultural traditions accompanying marriage that might
have infused him with confidence to assume his new position as a husband
and father. None of these institutions provided the means for Samuel's
passage into responsible adulthood, and his experience has become one of
the tragic stories of unattained Tswana manhood.
Every case of alcoholism cannot be directly attributed to the loss of
adult male identity, and yet it appears to be altogether concomitant with it.
Alcoholism , whether viewed as a disease or a demon, has an addictive
quality that is strong and compelling. My point is that young men are
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turning to alcohol and other types of culturally inappropriate behavior in
increasing numbers as ways of coping with stresses they are unable to
manage (alcoholism is discussed in more detail on pp. 131-136). As the
limits defining culturally appropriate behavior have become fuzzy, young
men are left in confusion and Tswana cultural institutions no longer seem to
offer much clarity or support for adult male identity. The escalation of
culturally inappropriate behavior is a symptom of cultural disintegration of
which role loss associated with being an adult male is a part.
I have sought evidence of role loss through an examination of several
contemporary behaviors of Tswana males. In looking for evidence I
discovered that role loss and its effects can be explained theoretically, but it
is difficult to support it with statistical data in the specific case of Tswana
men for three reasons. First of all, statistics have not always been collated
and preserved consistently and in some cases statistical evidence is weak or
does not exist. Secondly, many types of statistical data have not been
collected for a very long time, making it difficult to observe trends over a
period of more than 10 to 20 years. One of my best sources of statistical
information was the Central Statistics Office in Gaborone, which provided a
location for the collection of statistics from most government ministries.
Finally, there is sometimes a lag period of several years before the statistics
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are published. For example, health statistics for a particular year are not
available until two or three years later. A population report based on the
1991 census was only published in 1997. Because statistical information
alone is insufficient I have used anecdotal data as well to explain role loss
and its effects on Tswana manhood.

Introduction to Deviant Behavior)
The loss of true cultural manhood has changed behavioral patterns
among Tswana men. The purpose of this chapter is to demonstrate that the
theoretical prediction of the results of the loss of initiation rites is consistent
with the experience of Tswana men in Botswana today. Chapter 3 explained
the ideals of Tswana manhood, but observation of Tswana society reveals
that there is an increasing tendency away from the ideals of manhood. Selfidentity and self-esteem are critical motives that affect the behaviors and
attitudes of Tswana men. Those with negative self-attitudes are more likely
to adopt culturally inappropriate behavior patterns, because as Howard B.
Kaplan explains, deviant behavior is an effort to "change self-attitudes in a
more favorable direction" (1975 :6).
Deviant Behavior Defined
Deviant behavior is defined as "the failure to conform to shared
normative expectations" (Kaplan 1975:3). This definition implies one's
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membership in a group and that the group has expectations regarding how its
members should or should not behave in specific circumstances. When an
individual ceases to be motivated to conform to the group's expectations he
or she is motivated to deviate from them. The group is surprised by the
individual's behavior and reacts negatively. They will attempt to apply
sanctions to bring the individual back into conformity with the group's
expectations. I will apply this definition in the subsequent discussions.
I often use the phrase "inappropriate cultural behavior" to understand
deviant behavior that strays from Tswana expectations of proper behavior in
social situations. These include delinquency and criminality, drug and
alcohol abuse, aggressiveness, suicide, and mental illness. There are both
social factors and individual psychological factors that may lead individuals
to adopt deviant behavioral patterns. In this chapter I examine two types of
inappropriate cultural behavior that apply to Tswana men. The first type is
motivated by an individual's inability to perform adequately in the major
roles of one's life. This type is observed in the overtly deviant behaviors of
alcohol abuse and suicide.
The second type of deviant behavior is observed indirectly. Robert K.
Merton refers to this type as "retreatism," which features alienation and
apathy (1957:189-190). Retreatism does not result in visible and obvious
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actions, such as violation of laws or delinquency. It is the result of striving
for unobtainable life goals that leaves the individual in a social vacuum,
characterized by indifference and disorientation. I have investigated
retreatism through an examination of marriage and sexual behavior data in
order to expose Tswana men's reluctance to enter new social relationships.
Deviant Behavior in Tswana Context
Both types of deviant behaviors described above are present in
Tswana society, but I want to develop more fully the second type referred to
as retreatism. As mentioned above, retreatism leads individuals toward
responses of passivity rather than activity. Merton says, "The retreatist
pattern consists of the substantial abandoning both of the once-esteemed
cultural goals and of institutionalized practices directed toward those goals"
(1957:187). He illustrates retreatism in American culture by the example of
recent retirees. One who retires after several decades of work loses a major
role in his or her life, which causes the disruption in the familiar and normal
set of social relations. With no avenue open to reclaim the lost associations,
a common response is alienation and withdrawal from one's normal
responsibilities and duties.
The response pattern of this type of deviance is apathy with little
ability for envisioning a better future condition.
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Another crucial kind of apathy seems to emerge from conditions of
great normative complexity and/or rapid change, when individuals are
pulled this way and that by numerous conflicting norms and goals,
until the person is literally disoriented and demoralized, unable to
secure a firm commitment to a set of norms that he [or she] can feel as
self-consistent. (Williams 1965 :564)
We must consider this form of deviant behavior when examining the
evidence of role loss of Tswana men. One Tswana woman characterized
Tswana men as having abdicated their leadership in the family. In the
discussions that follow we will determine that an increasing behavioral
tendency among Tswana men is to neglect several of their normative adult
and family responsibilities.
Tswana culture demands conformity to a moral standard of fidelity to
family and tribe, with steadfast respect for their laws and customs.
Nonconformity to these expectations defines deviant behavior in the Tswana
cultural context. For example, Tswana cultural teaching (much like
Christian teaching of the biblical commandments) constrains members of
society to conform to its expectations through comprehensive laws,
including:
• Reverence for parents and those in authority
• Punishment for disobedience
• Self-control
• Adherence to the highest principles and ideals
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• Brotherliness, courtesy, and hospitality
• Commendation of mercy and justice
• Condemnation of murder, witchcraft, stealing, adultery, hatred, and
arrogance
• Caring for orphans and the destitute (Eiselen 1937:270).
All of the above, that the Tswana hold to be good moral behavior, benefit
harmony within the family and tribe. In his study of religion in Botswana,
Byaruhanga-Akiiki refers to successful moral living as "wholeness"
(1984:24). He says, "In Africa, therefore, a person with wholeness is one
who fulfills all of one's obligations as defined by society" (1984:26).
One of the most obvious areas where social behavior deviates from
the constraints for successful moral living is found in the sexual conduct
among young men and women. Marriage laws and the customary
socialization habits of the Batswana controlled the amount and type of
interaction of young people before marriage. However, those controls are
rarely effective today. For example, initiation rites were considered the
primary sources of education for both boys and girls, and there were
accompanying laws surrounding both rituals that mandated strict separation
of the sexes. Today, however, western style education predominates and it
forces boys and girls into close proximity in classroom and extra-curricular
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settings. The laws and customs that once regulated interaction between the
sexes is no longer a valid deterrent to sexual activity (Marube 2001).
Therefore, I have chosen to examine teenage pregnancy, sexually
transmitted diseases, and contemporary marriage customs to demonstrate
retreatism as deviant behavior of the Batswana.
Other Factors Influencing Cultural Change and Deviant Behavior
The Batswana are, of course, living in the 21 5t century and are
influenced by many oftoday's global concerns. Traditional Tswana culture
and society are being impacted greatly by the technological and economic
trends that are sweeping many developing countries.
Urbanization. One of the most striking developments of the last
century was the spectacular growth of the cities throughout the world,
including the cities of Botswana. In 1971 the urban population of Botswana
was 9.6% of the total population. By 1981 it was 18.3%, and by 1991 the
urban population grew to 45.7%. It is projected that in the years 2021-2026
the urban population of Botswana will be 61.2% (Central Statistics Office
2

1997b:18). Urbanization represents some growth from natural increase , but
most of the growth in the urban population is from migration from rural
areas. The lure of the cities has been better education, housing, and jobs.
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Urbanization has created a new environment for cultural interaction
through a policy known as "social integration." Residential areas are
planned in a way that avoids polarization of social classes, races, or income
groups (Mosha 1998:283). The objective of the policy is to produce a social
mix that is equitable to all. An unintentional consequence is the breakdown
of traditional Tswana social structure as people from various tribes and
cultures interact. For example, one of the men I interviewed suggested that
discipline of children has suffered by interaction with other cultures. "In the
past," George said, "any grownup could discipline a child. Now [because of
these changes] we copy other peoples' styles, but we don't even do it the
right way. It destroys our own way of discipline." As young people leave
home and go to the cities for education and work, parents have been unable
to maintain discipline. The concern of many parents is that their children
have cast off the constraints of their families and sought opportunities for
prosperity and independence outside traditional Tswana social structures.
They identify with new institutions (city administration, police, and judicial
system) and new political processes (political parties and democratic
elections) instead of rural traditions. A. C. Mosha (1998:294) concludes that
urbanization has compromised traditional values and has fostered attitudes
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among the young people that conflict with the traditional values of the
Batswana.
Economic Factors. Linked to urbanization, economic development
and growth has created many new employment opportunities, which has
raised incomes and the standard of living for many in Botswana. However,
there are also new centers of poverty that have sprung up in urban areas.
People leave the traditional rural subsistence economy with the hope of a
share of the urban wealth. However, those with little education or
qualifications join the mass of the unemployed and unemployable, and they
have no money to live on. Urban unemployment is 12.1 % for males and
18.9% for females, and it is estimated that between 45% and 64% of urban
dwellers in Botswana live below the poverty line (Mosha 1998:292).
There are two repercussions of this situation. Urban areas are
experiencing new forms of violence and crime that have traditionally been
unknown in the country. These include muggings, use of firearms,
housebreaking, and auto thefts. For example, in 1995, in the city of
Gaborone there were 63 auto thefts per month and 45 rape cases per month
(Mosha 1998:299, Endnote 29). Meanwhile, the traditional division of
labor, to accommodate the loss of young people from rural areas, has
undergone substantial changes. One of my informants, a 76-year-old man
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named Ganelang, deplored the current situation in rural Botswana because
now it is only old men who are left to herd the cattle. Attending school and
getting jobs has interfered with traditional Tswana work practices. He felt
that the custom of training boys in cattle husbandry and girls in agronomy
had been a form of discipline, teaching them dependability and
responsibility. Some who are unable to participate in the new economic
system are turning to stealing, alcohol, and other unacceptable modes of
coping in Tswana society.
Communication and Media Factors. In 1990-1991 I was living in the
United States during the Persian Gulf War. When I went to Botswana in
1992 I asked people if they were able to keep up with the news of the war
very well. A common reply was "Of course, we watched it all on CNN."
The 1990s brought a vast revolution to communications in Botswana along
with all of southern Africa. Besides the introduction of satellite TV that
made the world available to Tswana homes, access was provided in
September of 1996 to present computer users the vast resources of the
Internet. In 1998 a communication network was completed that allowed cell
phone use throughout the country, including many areas in the desert.
Motsei Khiba (2001), who formerly worked at the Cultural Desk in the
Department of Education in South Africa, says that the influence of the
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communication media has created one of the biggest cultural gaps in
contemporary society. She indicated the TV and said, "Then we have this
monster here! There is a difference between those who have grown up in
the townships [urban areas] and those who have lived in the villages [rural
areas]. Those in the townships [cities] are worse." Modern media
influences have altered the values of the young people so much that they
have lost their ties to cultural discipline and morals. Those who still live in
rural villages, where TV and other media are generally unavailable, are
influenced much less.

Evidence of Role Loss in Botswana
The evidence of role loss is wide spread in Tswana society in
Botswana, and it follows the pattern described by Robert Merton in his
discussion of social structure and anomie.
It is only when a system of cultural values extols, virtually above all
else, certain common (all italics indicate original emphasis) successgoals for the population at large while the social structure rigorously
restricts or completely closes access to approved modes of reaching
these goals for a considerable part of the same population, that
deviant behavior ensues on a large scale. (1957: 146)

As we saw in the previous chapter, Tswana culture remains observant to the
values and ideals that it attaches to manhood. While they maintain common
goals for marriage, family, and adult behavior, we saw that there was great

l31
variation in the perceived means of attaining those goals. In fact, in the last
chapter I identified nine contemporary means that move boys into manhood.
However, none is consistently or universally recognized. For example,
Andy and Oduetse (see page 101) both acknowledged that completion of
high school confirmed to them that they were men. Thapelo, another young
man of the same age who also had graduated from high school, denies that
education brought him into manhood. "I am still a boy because I still live
under my parents' control. I am not independent." Thapelo was clearly
looking for other criteria to affirm his manhood. This type of confusion has
restricted the means to reaching the goals of adult male responsibility.
Alcohol Abuse
There are many factors, individual and social, that influence one's
inclination to abuse alcohol. In this discussion I do not try to identify or
analyze the cause or nature of specific cases of alcohol abuse. I am
documenting that increased alcohol abuse is consistent with behavior that
accompanies loss of the adult male role and cultural instability. Secondly, I
am presenting commentary from Tswana society on the abuse of alcohol
within Botswana.

In February 1983 a National Symposium on "Alcohol Use and Abuse"
was held in Botswana because of the concern about the rising use of alcohol.
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The opening remarks of Mr. Bathoen Gaseitsiwe, a Member of Parliament,
reflect the historical concern of alcohol use in Botswana. He quoted a letter
3

that Chiefs Sebele, Khama and Bathoen had written to the Colonial Office
in London in 1895. They were greatly troubled by the rapidly occurring
events during the colonial era that were threatening their peaceful way of
life. Along with their concern for their rights to use the land, hunt game, and
rule their people justly, they said, "Do not let them bring in liquor ... to kill
our people speedily" (Gaseitsiwe 1983:48). Mr. Gaseitsiwe maintained that
rapid cultural change (past and current) has been a factor in the increasing
rates of crime, suicide, insanity, and intoxication that he observed in the
country. "The Batswana tradition is a complete wreck," he declared
(Gaseitsiwe 1983:48).
In the year before the symposium the total alcohol consumption in
Botswana was estimated at 10.7 liters per year per person of 15 years and
older (Jones 1983:9). In his address the Senior Superintendent of Police,
Mr. Calvin Sekwababe, stated that the total consumption of alcohol in

Botswana had increased 10 times above the 1962 figure, and that alcohol use
was a contributing factor in crimes of assault, murder, rape, driving
accidents, and crimes of bodily injury (1983:59). In Mr. Sekwababe's
investigation of the rise in alcohol consumption, he related the causes to
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increased availability of alcohol and to the rapid social, cultural, and
economic changes that have given way to social1icense (1983 :61 ).
Unfortunately there has not been a long-term investigation into
alcohol use in Botswana. However, there are indications that alcohol
consumption and problems associated with alcohol abuse have continued to
increase in Botswana since 1982. See Table 2 and Table 3 (Page 135).

Table 2
Alcohol-Related Traffic Accidents in Botswana
Country-wide Accidents
Total Number
Annual Pct.
Gain
1980
2253
1981
2195
-2.5%
1982
+20.6%
2648
+9.4%
1983
2893
+14.1%
1984
3300
1985
+6.7%
3521
+9.7%
Average Yearly Increase
+56.3%
Overall 5-year Increase

Alcohol Related
Number of
Annual
Accidents
Pct. Gain
153
+60.1%
245
-12.7%
214
+10.7%
237
+47.7%
350
+14.6%
402
+24.1%
+162.7%

Source: Molamu 1988:93

The National Symposium on Alcohol Use and Abuse in 1983 commissioned
a five-year study that was completed and published in 1988. Table 2 shows
that alcohol use presented an increasing danger to people travelling on the
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roads of Botswana. Molamu ' s figures came from the annual reports of the
Commissioner of Botswana Police. It would have been useful to see these
figures into the 1990s, but it is unfortunate again that after 1985 the police
reports no longer recorded accidents involving intoxication. However, the
reports in 1995 and 1996 both included remarks by the commissioner that
alcohol played an increasing role in traffic accidents and traffic fatalities.
The five-year study also showed that a man's level of education
affected the place where he usually drank. Of adult male drinkers 55.5% of
those who drank at bars and shebeens4 had lower levels of education,
seventh grade or less. In the same places, only 16.0% of the men had
achieved a high school diploma or higher (Molamu and Manyeneng
1988:286-287). When I observe the fellowship exhibited by the men sitting
at the bars and shebeens I see a new expression of regimental camaraderie.
Based on the discussion above (pp. 99-100) high schools are one
replacement for the socialization of traditional regiments, but for the less
educated the need for socialization remains unfulfilled and is satisfied at
least in part in the brotherhood of the bars and shebeens.
The statistical data represented in Table 3 are too meager to perform
any type of statistical analysis, but it demonstrates two things very well.
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Table 3
Treatment of Alcoholism
Hospital
In-patients
Female
Male
26
15
64
42
30
87

1974
1982
1990
1995
1997
*These figures mclude cases of drug as

Psychiatric Outpatients
Male
Female

Hospital
Out-patients

507*
287
108
1504
541
1684*
962
349
1015*
well as alcohol dependence.

Source: Health Statistics Unit, Botswana Ministry of Health

First, the problem of alcoholism in Botswana is primarily an affliction of the
men. Men constituted 70-75% of those treated for alcoholism at inpatient
and outpatient facilities. Secondly, the government has shown an obvious
concern for the problem of alcoholism in Botswana. Although the data are
scant, there is clearly an increase in the decadal numbers of those treated for
alcoholism. In 1974 the records (including men and women) show that a
total of 41 people were treated for alcoholism in the country. In 1982 there
were 613 , and 3729 in 1995. This increase represents a substantial effort by
the government to provide facilities and personnel for the treatment of
alcoholism. Tswana society has recognized the harmful effects of alcohol
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abuse and is attempting to limit personal and social havoc by guiding
individuals to cultw'ally appropriate ways of dealing with their problems.
Alcohol functions to help people "escape recognizing personal
weakness and failw'e, to relieve guilt feelings, to relieve the loneliness
resulting from fear of interpersonal closeness, and as a passive way to
express aggression" (Kaplan 1975: 11 7). It is reasonable that eliminating
initiation rites has weakened the self-identity of Tswana men, making them
insecure and doubting their position of manhood. Persons with negative
attitudes about themselves and their identity are inclined to abuse alcohol in
an attempt to resolve the problems related to their negative attitudes.
Howard Kaplan (1975:117) says this is especially true among males.
Suicide
Suicide is the "act of a person who prefers death to life" (Durkheim
1951 :277). Figure 4 shows the increasing rate of suicide in Botswana in
recent years, Unfortunately data on suicide by age, sex, marital status, and
presence or absence of children are not readily available in Botswana.
However, we can surmise from rising suicide rates that people feel less
bound by social constraints and feel freer to act outside society's limits.
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Figure 4. Suicide in Botswana5
Source: Letter from Botswana Commissioner of Police, June 2001

The Tswana social environment suggests that there could be two motives for
suicide of men: failure and anomie.
Failure. "Failure suicide" is related to the perception of the
inadequate performance of one's major life roles (Kaplan 1975:136). For
example, the loss of the Tswana adult male role affects a man's marital,
parental, and occupational positions. He may perceive his inadequacy in
these areas as failures. The Botswana Gazette newspaper reported in May of
1995 that the rate of suicide among men was expected to rise sharply, saying
"Many men suffer from a condition characterized by existential vacuum or a
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sense of futility and meaninglessness of life" (University of Botswana
1995:2). The article charged that some men experience "economic
powerlessness," because they lack skills and knowledge to participate in an
urban-based economy. The distress of their own failures plus the increasing
self-assertion of women in Tswana society paralyzes them and their
insecurity leaves them open to suicide.
Anomie. Emile Durkheim refers to another type of suicide as
"anomic suicide" (1951 :241 ft). Anomie describes the social instability
resulting from a breakdown of cultural standards and values. It applies to
Tswana initiation because of the disjunction created between the cultural
goals of manhood and the legitimate means for attaining it. When
individuals are unable to adjust to quickly changing social conditions, they
become less disciplined just at the time that it is needed most. Certain
individuals feel inferior in their social position, confused about what to do in
specific situations, and disoriented to the proper bounds of behavior.
Durkheim characterizes the victim of anomic suicide as one who is totally
exasperated with life (1951 :285).
Suicide in Botswana appears to afflict the young men more than
women or the elderly. In the absence of official records, I looked for
evidence in newspaper accounts. The Botswana Daily News said that young
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people were the leading victims of this "frightening suicide syndrome"
(University of Botswana 1995: 12). Of 25 newspaper accounts I found that
reported on suicides, 21 were men of which 75% were less than 40 years
old.
The strongest stabilizing influence to prevent anomie suicide is the
institution of the extended family (children, wife, and relatives). The rate of
suicide increases when people are divorced or experiencing spousal
problems (Durkheim 1951 :285). This type of suicide may result in the
release of unregulated emotions of anger and disappointment that leads to
the murder of a spouse before taking one's own life. My research of suicide
in Botswana substantiates this. The Botswana Daily News reported on
December 20, 1989, "One victim committed suicide after he fought with and
killed his girlfriend." On July 21, 1995 an article in the Botswana Guardian
said, "A young man shot himself when he learned his fiance was dating
another man." In my examination of newspaper accounts I found that when
the circumstances of the suicide were known, nearly 64% of the men who
committed suicide did so following a fight with their girlfriend or wife.
Sexual Behavior
There has been a marked change in attitudes toward pre-marital sex.
Traditionally, an unmarried girl who became pregnant was universally
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condemned and humiliated publicly. Her baby was sometimes put to death
at birth or lived its entire life under social disgrace. Nowadays children born
out of wedlock are allowed a normal life within society and the mothers are
only mildly censured. 1. Schapera lists the "abolition of the old initiation
ceremonies" as one of the major causes for this change of attitude
(l937a:244). Pre-marital sexual relations have become a matter of course.
Sexually Transmitted Diseases. Once again, statistical data were
difficult to find. Many records were simply not available at the Ministry of
Health offices, and periodic changes in record keeping categories made it
nearly impossible to track trends for specific diseases. The predominant
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Figure 5. Sexually Transmitted Diseases in Botswana
Source: Report of Medical Statistics Unit (1974), and Reports of Central
Statistics Office (1990, 1997a)
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sexually transmitted diseases are syphilis and gonorrhea. Figure 5 shows the
number of outpatients treated for all sexually transmitted diseases, excluding
AIDS. In 1974 the number of people aged 15 years and above who were
treated for any sexually transmitted disease was nearly one out of seven.
During the 23 year span of this chart that number increased to over one out
of five, that is 21.8% of the population aged 15 years and above received
treatment for a sexually transmitted disease in 1997. The implication of this
statistical data is that the loosening of social constraints on premarital sexual
relations has resulted in increased sexual relationships and an increase of
sexually transmitted diseases.
AIDS. Figure 6 shows numbers of AIDS cases, HIV infections, and
deaths caused by AIDS. Again, the available data have been very
inconsistently recorded, and there are not numbers available for every year.
The first case of AIDS was confirmed in 1985 (Occupational Health Unit
1993: 13), and since then the numbers of cases appear to be increasing
logarithmically. It has been necessary for the Ministry of Health to estimate
some annual AIDS statistics based on known rates of other sexually
transmitted diseases. Because of the stigma attached to AIDS some people

142
who are sick do not seek diagnosis or treatment, and consequently do not
show up on hospital or clinic records as AIDS victims.
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Figure 6. AIDS Cases in Botswana
Source: Occupational Health Unit (1993), National AIDS Central
Programme (1992), and Central Statistics Office (1997bt

The National AIDS Control Programme reports five factors that
contribute to the "explosive spread" ofHIV infection and AIDS (1992:4).
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1. The early age at which sexual experience begins. They determined
that those who are most at risk for AIDS are sexually active adults
from the ages of 15 to 45. Below that age there are only 30.7%
who are sexually active, but by age 19 there are 70.1 % and by age
24 there are 94.7% who have had sexual experience (National
AIDS Control Programme 1993 :9).
2. The location of Botswana on major transport routes between other
highly infected countries in Africa.
3. The high mobility of Botswana's population between rural and
urban areas.
4. The separation of regular sexual partners, e.g. wives of men who
work in urban areas often stay in the villages.
5. The high rates of other sexually transmitted diseases.
Teenage Pregnancy. As well as the deleterious and often deadly
effects of pre-marital sexual activity mentioned above, unplanned teenage
pregnancy has also become a social problem in Botswana and has been
investigated in several studies and conferences. A consistent cause of
teenage pregnancy has been identified as the decline in discipline of Tswana
young people. In his study for the University of Botswana, Kabo Masung
found that teenagers and parents both blamed "rapid social change that
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results in deculturization" (1990:21). Women who gave bi11h to their first
child in their teenage years named social change because it brought about a
lack of understanding between the generations. They felt that their own
failures were due to a lack of moral guidance by their parents.
Parents tended to blame the schools for this failure. Sixty percent of
parents thought that the educational system should include "an emphasis on
social responsibility, spiritual or moral values, or character building"
(Masung 1990:22-24). Their rationale is that the current school system
replaced the traditional initiation schools of bogwera and bojale (boys and
girls rites), so it would be legitimate for schools today to include moral
teaching and sex education. At the Conference on Teenage Pregnancy in
1998 ChiefLinchwe II ofMochudi maintained that today all traditional
teaching and socialization practices have been destroyed. He said that
traditional teaching was the "key to the effective control of young people
and this [the end of traditional training] has brought serious social problems
such as the one we are discussing [teenage pregnancy]" (Linchwe II
1998:15). In traditional Tswana culture there were numerous rules and
taboos that led to separation of the sexes and helped to avoid pregnancy.
The rules taught girls and boys restraint from sexual activity and included:
1. Girls were not allowed to eat eggs, because they would increase
their fertility.

145
2. Girls were not allowed to sleep on their backs.
3. Girls were not allowed to walk across the fields or grazing land if
they were menstruating.
4. Girls or women who had had a miscarriage were not allowed to
cross the fields or grazing land unless they carried a herbal
medicine.
5. Girls would not use milk from a cow that had just given birth
because it would make them too fertile.
6. Girls were not allowed to ride horses, oxen, or donkeys because in
doing so they would have to open their thighs.
7. Boys were not allowed to handle girl's clothing.
8. Boys were not allowed to play with girls and had to keep company
only with other boys. (Linchwe II 1998:13-14)
Socialization included play and work, but it was always segregated.
Separation reduced or nearly eliminated the opportunities for too much
social contact that could lead to sexual relations. Modem schools have not
only failed to teach moral responsibility, they have also allowed boys and
girls to interact as schoolmates and to take part in activities that bring them
into closer physical contact, such as attending parties and discos.
Masung found in his study that parents were greatly concerned about
the problem of teenage pregnancy, and a great majority (80%) said they
would be strict with their children if they misbehave (1990:22). However,
they did not tum to the church for help with discipline of their children.
Most parents said they had no idea what the role of the church should be to
help with the problem of discipline.
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Marriage. A report titled "Men and Sex" (1993) suggested that men
in Botswana are very active sexually, but have a casual attitude toward
marriage and children. Of sexually active single and married men, 40% said
they currently have two or more sexual partners. (National AIDS Control
Programme 1993:9). This percentage could be low, because the term
"partner" may imply steady partners and casual sexual relationships may not
have been considered.
Of these same men, 38.3% said they had fathered children they had
not planned to have. The authors say that this implies that the women who
bore those children were not their wives or significant girlfriends. The
attitudes of the men supported their actions. Ninety-nine percent of men in
the military, 93% of university and college students, and 87% of men living
in rural villages said they saw nothing wrong with having multiple sexual
partners (National AIDS Control Programme 1993: 18,21 ).
Although men are fathering children outside of marriage, they are not
doing much to support those children. One study that surveyed the fathers
of illegitimate children found that 75% of the fathers said they supported
their children financially (National AIDS Control Programme 1993 :28).
However, in another study that surveyed the mothers of illegitimate children
found that only 12.5% of fathers supported their children. Furthermore, of
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those who supported their children, 86% did so because of court-ordered
child support. This led Masung (1990 :24) to ask, "Does it therefore mean
that men in Botswana never feel morally obliged to support and care for
their offspring without due interference of the law?"

Role Loss among the Batswana in South Africa
Initiation among the Batswana has been waning in South Africa for
many of the same reasons as in Botswana, largely due to the influence of
Christianity. There is only one chief near the South African city ofVryburg
who is still holding regular initiation ceremonies for the Batswana. Better
data could possibly have been obtained by comparing data from the Tswana
tribe with data obtained by interviews with men of another tribe.
Nevertheless, in my interviews of Tswana men in South Africa, I found
three characteristics among those who had been initiated that distinguished
them from those who had not been initiated.
• Certainty of manhood by those who were initiated. Joel, initiated
in 1967, felt that when he passed the test of manhood he was truly
a man. The initiation leaders lined up in two rows with a narrow
lane separating them. Each man held a moretlwa whip to test the
bravery of each initiate before graduation day. Joel, like all his
regimental brothers, stood naked as they gathered courage to make
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the run through the gauntlet. This was something he had to do
completely on his own. Joel began to run as fast as he could,
protecting his genitals with his hands. Even so, most of the men
were able to hit him once on the chest or legs as he approached
them and again on his back or buttocks after he passed by. The
beating stung and a red welt swelled up where each blow landed.
He reached the end, he endured, he survived, he was a man.
• A sense of responsibility in those who were initiated. Initiation
teaches good manners, responsibility as men, respect for elders,
how to be good citizens of society, and to be faithful to one
partner. Sello, who was initiated in 1944, said "I love it." It
teaches young men all that they need to live in society as men:
their roots, respect for others, the laws of life, and praise songs.
The next year Sello met a girl and he fell in love with her. Despite
his physical attraction to her, his preparation at initiation school
taught him not to have sexual relations before marriage. Sello
remembered this lesson, and even when he went to Johannesburg
to work he abstained from any sexual activity in anticipation of his
marriage. Chastity was a sign of his manhood.
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• A sense of unity and identity. Most of those I interviewed
mentioned their membership in their regiment. However, these
days they are not called to assemble very often by the chief. Mr.
Lafefe was initiated in 1947. The ceremony culminated in the
raising of the regimental pole, a very tall post cut from a mohotlho
tree. It was sharpened on top, given the name of the regiment, and
planted in the chiefs tribal center. Mr. Lafefe was proud of his
pole and of the identity it gives him, "That pole stands until
Mother Nature knocks it down. My pole is still standing. We
must be a strong mophato [regiment]." The regiment bonded the
boys through dancing and singing, gave the young men a social
setting, and benefited the community by taking care of its public
affairs.

The Need for Finding One's Identity
Society must socialize an individual so that he recognizes himself as a
member of his group in culturally relevant ways. For example, knowing
one's identity as a Tswana man gives him a clear image of his manhood and
the different roles he will assume in the various phases of his life.
[It is] by knowing who he is, by knowing his status and role, that he
discriminates between the massive flow of stimuli from others and
selects only those signals to which he must pay attention and perhaps
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respond, according to his position in the system of interaction.
(Inkeles 1968:105)
A man's identity orients him to the tasks that define his position, such as
responsibilities to his society, family, and other institutions.
Ritual establishes identity. Initiation ceremonies are transformation
by ritual-beating, singing, laws, working, recitation, and hardships produce
men who are confident of their place in society. Initiation rituals affirm
Tswana men by maintaining their social statuses and the relationships
associated with them. Through initiation a man's self-identity is secure
within society, and the structure is in place to sustain him and help him cope
with life's successes as well as its problems.

Conclusion
Lovemore, a 36-year-old Tswana male has not taken part in a cultural
initiation rite. Nevertheless, in a telephone interview on February 16,2001
he asserted that he knew he was a man. I asked how he knew that. He said
he knew because of his age and because he had taken on the responsibility of
a wife and family. I asked how the transition from boy to man happened for
him. As the firstborn, he said he was always given more responsibility than
his siblings were. Especially when Lovemore was in high school, his father
told him repeatedly that he was no longer a boy. "You are a man now," his
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father said, and he gave Lovemore greater responsibility in his family. Did
the church play any part in his journey into manhood? Lovemore responded
that the church helped him understand his culture better. Christian teachings
helped him to improve and do things in a better way than if he had relied
only on his culture.
As I spoke to my Motswana friend, two critical insights were
reconfirmed in my mind. First, the affirmation of an acknowledged adult is
required for the transition from childhood to adulthood. In Lovemore' s case,
his father affirmed him throughout his years in high school that he was no
longer a child. When he graduated he acted like an adult and assumed adult
responsibility. Second, the church has a role to play in Tswana culture. In
whatever ways God has revealed himself within Tswana culture in the past,
it has been incomplete and the culture needs to hear from the church to
understand God more fully as he was revealed through Jesus Christ. For
example, Lovemore stated that through prayers to ancestors the Batswana
are saying, "Please pass our plea on to the Most High God." Christian
teaching has taught them that Jesus is the way to ,access the Most High God.
Their aspirations and yearnings for God are the same as they had with only
their cultural understanding of God, but Christianity has opened the road to
realize their hope for access to God.
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"When normal rituals fail, other rituals of an extraordinary nature may
be improvised in order to achieve the same results" (Lincoln 1989: 101). The
following chapters will examine the case in Botswana to see why the normal
ritual failed and how new rituals can be achieved that will accomplish the
same purpose as the lost rituals. These chapters enable the Christian
community to develop a functional substitute for initiation rites that enables
Christian ministry to young Tswana men who will live as faithful followers
of Christ and as responsible adults in their communities.
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Notes

I do not address the psychological categories of deviant behavior.
Throughout this study I have examined the social and cultural dimensions of
behavior that is deviant or aberrant because it strays from the cultural norms
of Tswana society.
I

Botswana has had one of the highest rates of population growth in Africa.
In 1981 it was 4.7% per year and slowed to 3.5% per year by 1991. From
1971 to 1991 the total population increased by more than 122% (Mosha
1998:282).
2

Chiefs Sebele I, Khama III, and Bathoen I made an historical journey to
London in 1895 to plead their case to the Queen and her Ministers. Largely
due to the chiefs' efforts, their territory was proclaimed a "protectorate" that
came under the direct rule of England and did not fall under the control of
the British South Africa Company. The chiefs believed that the sale of
alcohol to the Batswana was an effort to make their people more dependent
on the commercial markets of the British South Africa Company (Comaroff
and Comaroff 1997: 188).

3

In Botswana a shebeen is not an illegal or unlicensed bar, it refers to those
places that do not serve drinks of high alcoholic content. Shebeen operators
commonly use a room of their house or a small shop in their yard to sell a
commercially brewed drink called "Shake Shake" that is similar to
traditional Tswana beer.
4

The drastic drop in suicides in 1998 is unexplained. It could be a clerical
error. My source for this statistical data was a letter from the Commissioner
of Police of Botswana. These numbers were collected by compiling data
from all the district offices in Botswana, but I was unable to see the raw data
first hand.
5

The extent of diffusion of the HIV virus within the population is
speculative. The South Africa Press Association (2001) reported recently
that "about 18% of the country's 1.7 million people are infected with the
virus." That percentage translates to 306,000 compared to 107,000 projected
by the Central Statistics Office in 1997.
6

CHAPTERS

The Historical Relationship Between Christianity and Tswana Culture

A young man in Botswana, Thapelo, grew up in a Christian home.
Because both of his parents were Christians he was never exposed to
traditional Tswana rituals or teaching. He says he believes the Bible gives
the best guidance for maneuvering through life's circumstances, but in some
cases, Thapelo asserts, the Bible's answers are "too brief." For example,
Thapelo points to preparing a child for adulthood and says that Tswana
culture does a better j ob than Christian teaching because it gives more
specific guidance. I asked ifhe could explain that? "Yes," Thapelo said,
"The way Christianity approached our country was not so good. They
eliminated those [rules and] taboos that guided us in a good way. They did
not replace them with anything that could stand in the place of what they
took away." As a result, Thapelo regards his culture as ineffective in
guiding peoples' lives, which leaves the Batswana in a tenuous state. "We
don't submit totally to Christianity or Tswana culture. We are just in the
middle and confused."
Thapelo's remarks characterize the relationship of Christianity to
Tswana culture. Without doubt missionaries who first introduced
154
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Christianity to the Batswana believed intently that the good news of
Scripture was universal, and therefore, making converts was a strong
motivation for missionary activity . However, a second dimension of early
missionary emphasis was to civilize the Batswana.
From their [mi~sionaries'l vantage, the gulf between the saved and the
fallen was epitomized by the contrast between the civil and the
savage. Consequently, conversion required not only that would-be
Christians accept the gospel, but that they discard all marks of
degeneracy and primitivism ... As it turned out, the coupling of
salvation to civilization would complicate the meaning of
redemption-and, with it, the practical theology of the missions.
(Comaroffand Comaroff 1997:64)
As Thapelo says, by eliminating some cultural features without replacing
them with adequate substitutes, the Bible's answers are perceived as being
"too brief' to meet cultural needs. The result is that often people do not tum
to Christianity because they regard it as a foreign religion, but they also are
unable to rely on traditional teaching because their culture has been
disintegrating under foreign economic, political, and religious influences.
Thapelo says, "We are just in the middle and confused."
This evaluation of Christianity among the Batswana is not intended as
a negative criticism of the missionaries who dedicated their lives to sharing
the gospel in southern Africa. Their devotion to Christ and to fulfilling his
commission to "go into all the world" is indisputable. That which seems
negative relates to some of their missiological methods and attitudes toward
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Tswana culture. Even these are negative only in light of contemporary
scholarship, which looks at past events from a vastly different worldview
and epistemology than those of the early missionaries in Africa.

Pre-Colonial Period: Introduction of Christianity (1808-1885)
This period extends from the arrival of the first missionary to the
Batswana in 1808 until the proclamation of the Bechuanaland Protectorate
by Britain in March of 1885. The first contact of the Batswana with
Europeans was by traders about 1801, and until 1850 most contact was
limited to missionaries and traders. By 1844, corresponding with the arrival
of David Livingstone, contact between Tswana leaders and Europeans
became almost continuous. In 1877 recruitment for migrant laborers began
for the South African mines and by 1880 the missionary and trader presence
in Tswana towns became permanent (Picard 1985:9-10).
Most historians of the missionary endeavors during this period agree
that missionaries impacted more than the religious or spiritual dimensions of
Tswana life. The introduction of Christianity clearly linked missionary
influence to the civilizing efforts and political expansion attempts of
government agents, traders, and other adventurers. Historian, A. J. Dachs,
refers to the missionary experience in Botswana as "missionary imperialism"
(1998:32). He says, "By their settlement they threatened independence; by
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their methods they eroded custom, integrity, and authority; by their
connections they invited the imperial replacement of resistant African rule"
(Dachs 1998:41).
Pioneer Missionaries
The majority of missionaries to the Batswana in the 1800s were sent
by three mission agencies: the London Missionary Society, the Wesleyan
Methodist Missionary Society, and the Hermannsburg Society (German
Lutheran Missionary Society) (Tlou and Campbell 1984:129ff). The earliest
missionaries preached to the tribes by making excursions into Tswana
territory without settling there. W. Edwards l was the first of the London
Missionary Society (LMS) to contact the Tswana people, the Bangwaketse2
at Kanye in 1808. In 1813 John Campbell encountered the Batlhaping in the
northern Cape area of South Africa. The first mission station among the
Batlhaping was started at Kuruman by Robert Moffat in 1821. Samuel
Broadbent, missionary with the Wesleyan Methodist Missionary Society
began working among the Barolong in 1822.
One of the most noted missionaries in Africa, David Livingstone,
began a mission station among the Bakwena at Kolobeng in 1844.
However, soon after he started his journeys to the interior of Africa the
Bakwena moved to a location further north. There in 1857 missionaries of
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the Hermannsburg Society began preaching to the Bakwena and within two
years they had converted a man who was to become one of the most
significant persons in the future the Batswana, Khama III (Tlou and
Campbell 1984:133). These Lutheran missionaries, however, worked
among the Bakwena for only a few years before they moved to an area that
was controlled by the Boers rather than the British. By the second half of
th

the 19 century there were also missionaries of the Anglican, Roman
Catholic, Presbyterian, and Dutch Reformed churches (Comaroff and
Comaroff 1997: 107).
Missionary Misconceptions of Tswana Culture
The African world of the 1800s was poorly understood; it was not the
"Dark Continent" as conceived by Europeans. Jean and John Comaroff, in
their history of colonial evangelism among the Tswana peoples of southern
Africa, portray the African world as "dynamic communities, a lively world
of open policies and changing societies" (1991: 126). Misunderstanding of
Tswana religion and culture affected the way the missionaries preached and
ministered to the Tswana people.
The Tswana Concept of God. One misconception was that the
Batswana had very little knowledge of God or believed in no God at all.
Samuel Broadbent, the pioneer Wesleyan Methodist missionary wrote,

159
"They had sorcerers, and witchcraft, but they had no God, no temple, no
Sunday, no worship" (1865:204). Robert Moffat felt that Satan had been so
overwhelmingly successful within Tswana culture that no "vestige of
religious impression [remained in] the minds of the Bechuanas,,3 (1842:244).
Like Broadbent, he also mistook the lack of altars and temples as an
indication that they reverenced no being greater than man and his ancestors.
Moffat listened to a tale told by the Batswana in which the world's first man
emerged out of a cave in the ground. His inner response was that this was
the "sum-total of the knowledge which the Bechuanas possessed of the
origin of what they call Morimo" (Modimo or God) (Moffat 1842:263).
The preaching of the early missionaries tried to convince the
Batswana that they urgently needed to repent. However, Robert Moffat
remarks that the disappearance of the Tswana religious system had left no
starting places for preaching the gospel. He says, "Thus the missionary
could make no appeals to legends, or altars to an unknown God" (Moffat
1842:244). The early missionaries thought the reality of God as expressed in
European language and concepts was the reality that all people should
experience. It was difficult for them to differentiate biblical truth from
European cultural truth, and to find ways to express it in Tswana context.
Working with this misconception, missionaries labeled many Tswana beliefs
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and practices that did not fit European religious and Christian categories as
"heathen."
The Inferiority of Tswana Culture. Popular literature of the 1700s and
early 1800s labeled Africa as "irredeemably unfit for civilization" (Comaroff
and Comaroff 1991: 51). The underlying assumption of that literature was
the thought that European culture was superior to all other cultures.
Advances in the study of science during that time period suggested an
ascending scheme of beings from animal to ape to Negro to the European
peoples who were regarded as the most ideal and attractive of all peoples.
Jean and John Comaroffrefer to John Barrow's account (1801-1804) of the
ill treatment of blacks and Hottentots by the Dutch to illustrate the low

esteem in which they were regarded. Quoting Barrow, "It is a common idea,
4

industriously kept up in the colony that the Kaffers are a savage,
treacherous, and cruel people" (Comaroff and Comaroff 1991 :96). Blacks
were often treated as objects and were not afforded the dignity of being fully
human.
The consequences of this misconception were twofold. First, the
mission of Christianity became, in part, a civilizing mission. European
values and customs were imposed through preaching and ministry rather
than through overt power or coercion. Robert Moffat is highly criticized by
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some historians for his insensitivity to Tswana culture. Anthony Sillery
says,
Moffat was a man of extraordinary zeal, perseverance, and courage,
but of all the missionaries of the Society he was the least sympathetic
towards African culture. This, to him, was a mere hotchpotch of
ridiculous and harmful superstitions ... Moffat had really no interest
in Africans as personalities, but only as objects of conversion to his
view of Christianity. (1974: 19)
This seems to be an overly harsh criticism, but it also seems somewhat
justified. Moffat declared that the evangelization of "savages" must precede
civilizing them, but his accompanying comments also affirm his belief in the
civilizing mission of the gospel.
To make the fruit good the tree must first be made good ... It would
appear a strange anomaly, to see a Christian professor lying at full
length on the ground covered with filth and dirt, and in a state of
comparative nudity, talking about Christian diligence, circumspection,
purification, and white robes! The Gospel teaches that all things
should be done decently and in order ... The Gospel alone can lead
the savage to appreciate the arts of civilized life as well as the
blessings of redemption." (Moffat 1842:502)
Moffat may have regarded the acceptance of Christianity as instrumental for
the civilization of the culture, but his attitude towards the power of the
gospel also guided his missionary activity. It was his motive for producing a
written Tswana language and a translation of the Bible into Tswana.
A second implication of the misconception of European cultural
superiority is that missionaries preached a coming Kingdom of God, but
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their emphasis was on giving up Tswana tradition in order to attain that
Kingdom. Missions promoted replacing traditional Tswana cultural
practices with European customs. However, this practice of missions
produced a conundrum that when the Batswana observed European culture
they did not perceive the Kingdom of God. In their interaction with
Europeans they experienced increasingly oppressed lives. They did not
perceive that Christianity brought God's Kingdom to them. Jean and John
Comaroff (1991 :255) point out that much of the missionaries' imposition of
European culture was naIve and unintentional, but nevertheless formed a
"class ridden system of domination."
Some Batswana perceive giving up their traditional customs and
adopting European cultural forms and practices as the "bad news" of the
gospel. "The traditionalist saw conversion to Christianity as actually a
process of cultural alienation ... Conversion to Christianity meant the
rejection of those institutions that were essential for the cultural continuity of
the [Batswana]" (Phorano 1984:14). Attaining Christianity had a profound
impact on Tswana society by weakening the power of traditional institutions.
See below.
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Missionary Disposition to Dislike Tswana Customs
The pioneer missionaries found conversion of the Batswana to
Christianity to be a slow process. For example, after 18 years of missionary
activity Samuel Broadbent reported only 359 members in the Wesleyan
Methodist Church. After years of slow but continual growth in the mission,
Broadbent anticipated future increases in January 1849, "Happily, Bechuana
customs and ceremonies are on the wane" (Broadbent 1865: 187).
Missionaries observed that where there was a strong adherence to Tswana
customs, conversion to Christianity was more difficult. The customs that
seemed to hold the Batswana most strongly to their culture were bride price,
polygamy, initiation, rain making, and beer drinking (Tlou and Campbell
1984:134). Missionaries regarded these practices as obstacles to acceptance
of the gospel, and they openly opposed them in their preaching and mission
activities. The Comaroffs characterize this disposition of the missionaries,
which was fed by the European understanding of Africans as an inferior
race, as the "demonization of cultural difference" and the "criminalization of
custom" (1997:73). Opposition to cultural practices became a hallmark of
both mission theology and practice among the Batswana.
Three of the customs that drew the most missionary opposition were
bride price, polygamy, and initiation. These were crucial Tswana practices
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because they located persons within Tswana social institutions and were
essential to maintaining the institutions themselves. By labeling
participation in these practices as individual sin, Christian missions struck at
the corporate relationships that made up Tswana society: chiefdoms, wards,
regiments, and families.
Bride Price. Traditionally, bogadi or bride price was the practice of
transferring ownership of some cattle from the family of the groom to the
bride's family. There was no other ceremony that solidified a marriage
contract more than the giving of cattle. If a couple began cohabitation
without the payment of the bride price, it was considered a non-binding or
concubinage relationship and had no legal standing (Schapera 1941 :83).
The Batswana call bogadi or bride price an offering of thanksgiving to the
bride's parents for raising her that is given out of gratitude for letting her
marry her husband. It also gave the husband's family the right to claim any
of the children born by the woman.
1. Schapera records that Chief Lentswe of the Bakgatla, after he

became a Christian, was persuaded to abolish the practice of bride price
(1937a:239). Early missionaries considered this a form of purchasing a wife
and sought to abolish it as an immoral practice. Not understanding Tswana
culture, paying a bride price looked confusing. Samuel Broadbent wrote:
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Then they had no marriage [italics in original] , nor any proper
domestic order, nor acknowledged any moral obligation to the duties
arising out of that relation. Females were exchanged for others,
bartered for cattle, given away as presents, and often discarded by the
mere caprice of the men. (1865:203)

However, it was soon seen that the absence of bride price produced
confusion and it tended to make maniages unstable. Its practice was
restored and remains today an essential part of maniage ceremonies inside
and outside of the church.
My experience supports the weakness of maniages in which no bride
price has been paid. In the early 1990s I observed a missionary, who was a
maniage officer, counsel several couples that were Christians but had
children before taking part in either cultural or Christian marriage
ceremonies. He persuaded them to say their marriage vows in private
ceremonies prior to payment of the bride price so that they "would be
married in the eyes of God and of the government." Of these couples, the
marriages that have endured were those who followed through with the
cultural practice of bride price. Those who did not, have suffered through
divorces and breakups. Bride price was not insurance against divorce, but it
provided the husband and wife with a support structure when marital
problems arose. In cases of infidelity or mistreatment of either wife or
husband, the families become mediators and counselors for marital disputes.
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Without the bride price, families often consider the marriages illegitimate
even if they are legal according to civil law, and offer little or no marital
advice.
Polygamy. The only form of polygamy among the Batswana is
polygyny, a man taking more than one wife, but it was never widely
practiced. It was often a sign of prominence, exemplified by Chief
Kgamanyane who ruled the Bakgatla from circa 1850-1874 and had about
thirty wives (Schapera 1941 :99). There was also an economic incentive for
having more than one wife before the introduction of the plow into Tswana
culture. Men took care of the cattle and women tended the fields, which
included tilling the soil with hoes. As the first wife aged, another wife was
sometimes added to help with the fields and other domestic work. The
advent of the plow for tilling the fields removed the economic necessity of
additional wives. Irrespective of the reason for taking a second, third, or
fourth wife, polygyny was reserved primarily for royal or other wealthy
people.
There is no doubt that the attitudes of Christian missionaries toward
polygyny influenced its decline among the Botswana. Referring to the low
esteem in which women were held, Robert Moffat referred to them as
"vassals" who do the heavy agricultural work, build houses and fences, and
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raise a family. "For obvious reasons," he says, "men found it convenient to
have a number of such vassals, rather than only one" (1842 :251). It was
regarded as an uncivilized custom, an obstacle to progress and the gospel.
Christian missionaries were resident among ... the Bakwena, as early
as the 1840s. In a controversial move, the Bakwena chief converted
in 1848 under the tutelage of David Livingstone. The definition of
'polygynous' as equivalent to 'pagan' by most missionaries and the
adoption of Christianity by many Africans has clearly had a vast
impact on the decline of polygyny. Christianity is considered by
many to be at the heart of the transformation to monogamy. (Solway
1990:53-54)
Polygyny remains a recognized institution today, and is not expressly
prohibited except to those married under civil law. Although not forbidden
by state law, church law has opposed polygyny. The pioneer missionaries
allowed no church members to have more than one wife. Schapera relates
the case of Chief Lentswe of the Bakgatla who had taken three wives before
he became a Christian. Before he could be baptized and join the church he
had to put two of them away (the latter two) (Schapera 1941 :99). This is
generally done through divorce by sending the wife back to her family. One
consequence of the decline of polygyny, Schapera (1937a:246) goes on to
say, is a resultant increase in concubinage, meaning cohabitation without
legal marriage or the payment of bride price.
Initiation. Whether or not the pioneer missionaries understood the
significance of initiation ceremonies, they encountered them early and often.
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Robert Moffat records in his journal that within two years of settling the
mission at Kuruman, he came face to face with initiation ceremonies. "I
took a walk through the town towards evening, but all was bustle from some
parts of the ceremony of circumcision" (Schapera 1951:79). Moffat's
understanding of initiation did not go further than recognition that at the end
of the ceremonies a boy assumed the character and dress of a man as seen in
bearing a shield and handling a spear. The attitude of another LMS
missionary, John Mackenzie, was that initiation acted as a gateway into what
he considered to be African darkness. He said, "No single ceremony has a
wider significance; it introduces youth to 'heathen manhood'" (1971
[1871:375). Moffat (1842:250-251) pronounced initiation a "prodigious
barrier to the gospel" and likened it to "the dreadful barrier to evangelization
in East India, the caste system."
The response of LMS missionaries to initiation rites was to abolish
them more than to change them, although there were some later efforts to
modify them during the colonial period. Especially Chief Khama III of the
Bangwato responded to missionary teaching and tried to eliminate the
practice. He was supported by the British administration that wanted to
suppress initiation on medical grounds (Chirenje 1977:230). Wounds
received by beating and by circumcision presented health hazards, which led

169
to the death of some participants. With governmental support, the LMS
policy was strong opposition to all initiation ceremonies, male and female.
B. A. Pauw, in a study of Christianity in Botswana, reports that "more
conflict in the church has arisen over participation in initiation than over any
other traditional institution" (1960:81). Members who attended or sent their
children to attend initiation ceremonies were "expelled from the church,"
and they had to remain in a catechumen class for at least one year if they
wished to repent and be readmitted to church membership. LMS
missionary, John Mackenzie, portrayed the avoidance of attending initiation
as the mark of a young man's Christian sincerity and his parents'
commitment to Christian principles. "There are two ways and two rites: the
way of God's Word and the way of heathenism; the rite of baptism and the
rite of circumcision" (Mackenzie 1971 [1871]:378).
As resolute as mission policy was against initiation ceremonies, many
Batswana were as resolute to continue with this cultural custom. Thomas
Tlou, a leading researcher of Christian religion in Botswana, said that even
under the combined pressure of church and government officials there was
no Tswana chief who complied totally with the abolition of initiation. The
reason, he goes on to explain, is that the function of initiation and regiment
formation supported the political and economic structure of the tribal
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institution (1998:21). Even when the rituals were abandoned later, regiment
formation continued because of its integrality to Tswana society. This
continued to be the case well into the colonial era and to a lesser extent in
contemporary Botswana.
After 1895 two Tswana chiefs, Chief Bathoen of the Bangwaketse and
Chief Sebele of the Bakwena, legislated against the traditional initiation
ceremonies due to their interaction with their missionaries (Chirenje
1977:232). However, tribal leaders conceded that there were still large
numbers (male and female) of Christian and non-Christian members of the
tribe who observed the rituals. In the case of Chief Bathoen, when he
prohibited initiation, another initiation school was immediately started in his
territory without his involvement. He sent regiments on two occasions to
destroy the school by burning it, but they failed to do so and were punished
for their failure (Phorano 1984: 13-14). The Batswana held on to initiation
ceremonies so tenaciously because they met tangible social needs and were
an essential part of Tswana life. "[Initiation customs] still remain, for they
seem to contain the rites and ceremonies connected with them all that really
pertains to Secwana [Tswana] religion, and to tribal or national life"
(Chirenje 1977:233).
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Accepting that initiation was foundational to Tswana society, it is
surprising that there were not more significant attempts taken by Christian
missions to develop a Christian ceremony to take its place. One could
expect that Christians might regard baptism or confirmation as a Christian
correlate of traditional initiation. I found no evidence however, to indicate
that missionaries or Tswana church leaders have offered any such parallel.
B. A. Pauw (1960:82,152) declares that some church members even today
condone adherence to the traditional custom in areas where it is still
practiced. He says that a few church leaders advocate one of two possible
resolutions for the dilemma. If people take part in initiation ceremonies
quietly and keep their involvement secret they should be left alone. 1. Tom
Brown, an LMS missionary, relates the story of a man who, fearing his
grandson might otherwise miss some blessing or enlightenment, sent him to
be initiated secretly.
He had once been a Catechumen, if not an actual member, and all his
family had embraced Christianity. At the time of the ceremony he
sent his grandson, by stealth, to the circumcision ceremony, with the
request that the leaders of the ceremony would not tima lesedi-that
is, not keep from him any of the light. (Brown 1921:420)
The second option is that young people can avoid the controversy by
attending initiation first and then coming to join the church afterwards. I
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also found this second option was prevalent among those Christian men I
interviewed in South Africa.
The church ' s opposition to initiation appears to have played a role in
deterring men from being involved in the church. Men, especially the
influential men of the tribe, were significantly connected to the performance
and continuation of initiation rites. Although some women may also have
been excluded from church membership because of their attendance at
initiation ceremonies, it seems that it is the manner in which men take part
that has kept them away from the church. They prepare for, organize, and
participate in the boys' initiation, from the chief to the headman to the senior
men of each family. Girls' initiation only takes place after the boys have
been initiated. Failure to perform his duties would lessen a man ' s
prominence within the tribe and among their peers. From a historical
perspective, the "manly" thing to do was to attend initiation, and because the
church opposed it, men found it difficult to attend the church.
Rainmaking and Beer Drinking. The customs of rainmaking and beer
drinking were opposed by the pioneer missionaries, but not as aggressively
as those rituals previously mentioned. The contention over rainmaking
began when missionaries inadvertently set themselves up as rivals of the
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Tswana rainmaking doctors. David Livingstone records the following
conversation in his private journal:
Livingstone--No one can make rain but God.
Rain Doctor-You water your garden by irrigation from the river,
but we who do not use irrigation must make rain. You don't need rain
but we should die without it.
Livingstone--We agree to superiority of rain over irrigation, but I
dispute that your medicines have any influence on rain. God alone
can make it.
Rain Doctor-I know that. My medicines don't make rain, God
alone can make it. But he has given us the knowledge of certain
plants and trees by which we pray to him to make rain for us. We
charm the clouds and he makes rain.
Livingstone--But God has told us there is only one way we can
pray to him acceptably, that is by Jesus Christ.
Rain Doctor-And he has told us differently. God has been good to
both black and white. The most important knowledge he gave us was
of certain plants and trees to make rain. We have the lmowledge of
rain making and you have it not. Now we don't despise those things
God has given you. Nor should you despise what he has given us,
though you do not know nor understand them. s (Schapera 1960:240)
The tribal rainmaker and traditional doctor were one and the same man, and
the pioneer missionaries constituted a challenge to their authority and
powers. First of all, the missionaries produced water through irrigation even
without the help of God, and then they accused the traditional doctors of
doing evil. Robert Moffat described the rainmaker as "our inveterate
enemy" and "the pillars of Satan's kingdom" (1842:305). Is it any wonder
that the rainmakers opposed the introduction of Christianity among the
Batswana?
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At the beginning of this period beer drinking was opposed much less
than in the later years. The Batswana regard traditional beer as an essential
food. A popular advertisement in Botswana today calls a commercially
brewed product "the liquid bread." Its alcohol content is very low in
comparison to brandy, whiskey, or other beers and wines. After a day of
writing Robert Moffat took a relaxing walk in the evening through the
village. He later wrote in his journal, "Mahumopeloo took me into his inner
house and gave me abundance of their sort of wine or beer to drink. It
would require one to drink several gallons to produce effects like ale or
spirits" (Shapera 1951 :79). Beer was important in the Tswana social life. It
is such a popular drink because of its intricate link to the social system.
Beer is essential in all social festivities, an incentive to labor, the first
consideration when dispensing hospitality, the favorite tribute to the chief,
and the only prayerful offering given to their ancestors (Schapera and
Goodwin 1937:l33). Missionary opposition to beer drinking seemed to be
more on the grounds of its association with other Tswana customs than on
personal convictions against alcohol. Opposition grew in the last half of the
19th century when stronger types of alcohol were imported from Europe and
began to replace traditional Tswana beer in many social situations.
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Missionary Influences that Were Beneficial to Tswana Culture
In most cases, saying that missionary influences were beneficial to
Tswana culture requires a caveat to explain that contact with missionaries
and other Europeans was seldom without some harmful consequence as
well. Some innovations that were accepted required elimination of other
cultural traits and some required a process of substitution.
Material Objects and Useful Tools. As missionaries and traders
settled among the Batswana they brought many items for domestic and
agricultural use, i.e. wagons and plows. These caused some modification in
the indigenous culture, but they were considered improvements over the
traditional implements (Tlou and Campbell 1984:138). For example, plows
did a much faster and more efficient job of preparing the soil for planting
than the traditional hoe could do. Plows were an improvement, but that
meant that iron smelters were no longer needed to make the hoes that
women previously used for tilling the soil. However, it needed only a small
cultural adjustment for the former iron smelters to learn how to become
blacksmiths to assume the tasks of repairing the plows and wagons.
The Bible and Tswana Literature. Prior to the arrival of missionaries
Tswana was an oral language with no written literature. Knowledge and
tribal lore resided in the memories of the respected elders, and was
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manifested in songs, myths, and legends. Missionaries, motivated by their
desire to make the Bible accessible to all of the Batswana, began almost
immediately to develop a written Tswana language in order to translate
biblical literature. In 1819 John Campbell, the first LMS missionary to the
Batlhaping, translated the Lord's Prayer. His colleague, James Read, wrote
the first Tswana spelling book in the same year. Robert Moffat finished his
translation of the New Testament in 1838 and completed the Old Testament
in 1857 (Tlou and Campbell 1984: 136). The innovation of a written
language was universally perceived as an advancement for the well-being of
Tswana society.
The availability of written literature necessitated teaching people to
read and write to ensure the benefit to all Batswana. The early purpose of
reading was to learn how to read the Bible. "When taught to read they have
in their hands the means not only of recovering them from their natural
darkness but of keeping the lamp of life burning even amidst desert gloom"
(Moffat 1842:618). As a representative of the pre-colonial era, Robert
Moffat also articulated the second objective of the gospel: appreciating "the
arts of civilized life" as well as receiving "the blessing of redemption"
(Moffat 1842:502). Having a written language and available literature led to
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the next logical step, which was the development of an educational system to
make reading and writing available to the population at large.
Education. Missionary education was aimed at "saving souls" rather
than at improving social or economic life (Tlou and Campbell 1984: 136).
However, two areas of conflict arose very quickly when mission schools
were started. First of all, schools disrupted the domestic work activities of
the children in the home. The strict division of labor in Tswana society
assigned roles and jobs to the children that helped promote the economic
success of the family. Boys were shepherds of goats and cattle, and girls
were baby sitters and general domestic helpers. Childhood and adolescence
were a training period for learning the skills and crafts that would maintain a
home in adult life.
LMS missionaries introduced a system of education that interfered
with traditional economic activities without offering the Tswana
groups alternative ways of making a living. This created a lacuna [or
a blank space] that the LMS belatedly tried to fill by introducing
vocational education at the tum of the twentieth century. (Chirenje
1977:279)
When vocational training was first established it was viewed as a restoration
of the Tswana institution of initiation, which trained Tswana youths for
warfare, hunting, farming, and care of one's home and family.
Secondly, mission schools changed the focus of education. In the old
days, Tswana children lived in subjection to their parents who demanded
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unquestioning obedience from them. Young people were given character
training and were instructed within their families about the economic
pursuits of the tribe. In their families and in initiation schools, young people
were efficiently made to conform according to the standards and values of
the Tswana tribe. In place of the traditional educational mechanism,
Christian missions substituted schools and churches. In his evaluation of
mission education I. Schapera notes that neither of these new institutions
have given Tswana children the same "comprehensive upbringing" as the
traditional institutions of family and initiation (l937a:243).
Another study of religion and Tswana culture examines the issue of
weakened parental authority in Tswana society. A. B. T. Byaruhanga-Akiiki
maintains that the duty of educating children traditionally belonged to the
parents. In African context, parents included mother and father, relatives,
neighbors, and essentially the entire adult community. However, mission
education broke the "traditional cultural educational heritage" by asserting a
new emphasis (Byaruhanga-Akiiki 1984:14-15). Traditional education
aimed at teaching young people how to live successfully, that is how to be
useful, productive, and well behaved. The goal of education was to produce
mature good men and women. Being a successful adult did not necessarily
mean being materially successful. Traditional education was more "person
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centered" and mission education was perceived as being more "material
centered." Western mission schools fundamentally changed the focus of
education, which drew young people away from the values of group and
tribe and taught them individualistic values. The result is that Tswana young
people felt a heightened sense of independence from their parents and from
the control of their families.
Missionary Support of British Rule
The pioneer missionaries entered the territories of the Batswana
concurrently with traders who generally held loyalty to one of two European
political powers, the Dutch or the English. Dutch farmers, known as Boers,
were advancing northward throughout the 1800s and were penetrating
Tswana areas. The English were also advancing with smaller numbers but
with superior economic and military prowess. The Batswana faced three
political possibilities: the continued autonomy of Tswana chiefs, Dutch rule,
or British rule. Historians, Thomas Tlou and Alec Campbell (1984:133),
suggest five reasons why the missionaries favored British rule.
1. Most of the missionaries among the Batswana were LMS
missionaries who were British citizens. They wanted their own
country to rule them.
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2. They feared Boer colonization, which would have preferred the
Dutch Reformed Church. British power would help protect their
"spiritual empire."
3. With the combined influence of British rule and the church,
missionaries felt that Tswana chiefs could not resist Christianity.
4. They wanted Britain to help change "heathen" Tswana customs so
that the Batswana would accept Christianity more readily. It
would enable church law to become colonial law, which would
then become tribal law.
5. Missionaries wanted to prevent mistreatment of the Batswana by
the Boers and they wanted to prevent more African land from
being taken by the Boers. They believed the British were more
humane and trustworthy, and that they would be more committed
to "native improvement."
Traders and missionaries were in agreement in their support of British rule.
Traders saw it as a way of making a profit and missionaries saw it as a way
of spreading Christianity. The act of proclaiming British protection over
Tswana lands brought together the triumvirate of missionary settlement,
commercial interest, and political security.

181
Colonial Period: Extension of Christianity (1885-1966)
This period began with the pronouncement of the Bechuanaland
6

Protectorate in 1885 and ended on September 30, 1966, Independence Day
of the Republic of Botswana. During this period Christianity greatly
extended its influence among the Batswana. A. J. Dachs (1998:32) says the
imposition of the authority and influence of the church over the political and
economic life of the Batswana was the outcome of more than half a century
of "missionary imperialism."
There were few new methods or new attitudes in the missionary
approach to evangelization during this time.
The missionaries were by definition dedicated evangelists, and in the
spirit of the time not at all disposed to find virtues in heathen life and
society ... Neither by instinct nor training were the missionaries
qualified to recognize that the people of the vast field that opened
before them had a well developed religious system of their own.
(Sillery 1974:17)
The missionaries continued to aim at changing Tswana beliefs and customs
in order to reform Tswana society. For most of the 19 th century that was a
frustrating pursuit as Tswana culture seemed very resistant. However, with
the support of the British government, resistant Tswana authority was
reduced and missionary influence flourished. In the pre-colonial period the
missionaries had to please the chief of a particular area to be allowed to
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preach, but in this new era the authority of the missionary often supplanted
the authority of the chief.
Mission churches grew through the influences of the four major ruling
sub-tribes within the Protectorate. They were: Bangwaketse with Chief
Bathoen, Bakgatla with Chief Linchwe, Bamangwato with Chief Khama,
and Bakwena with Chief Sebele (Willoughby n.d.: 11). Historian, J. Mutero
Chirenje, claims that these chieftainships were the most stabilizing agent of
Tswana culture during this time. "In spite of colonial laws and imperious
officers who undermined their power, Tswana chiefs retained a great deal of
respect in the eyes of their subjects"(Chirenje 1977:281). All of these chiefs
opened their kingdoms to Christianity's influence, and at least one church of
European design was built in the capital of every sub-tribe. Furthermore, the
Bakgatla considered Christianity to be their official religion. By 1946
census figures show that twenty-seven percent of the population in the
Protectorate were Christians (Schapera 1958:2).
Churches grew and Christianity expanded, but at what expense?
Schapera evaluates colonial Christianity in Bechuanaland, and concludes
that Christianity "suffered in the process of acceptance by the Tswana." To
many who called themselves Christian, faith was a "matter of fashion
instead of genuine and abiding conviction (Schapera 1958:9). Schapera's
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assessment indicates than Tswana Christianity did not alienate people from
their tribe, because when the chiefs were converted they established a
denominational monopoly within their kingdoms. Therefore, potential
converts were not faced with a bifurcating decision to retain tribal
membership or confess one's devotion to Christ and the gospel message.
Conversion to Christianity was often more through loyalty to the chief than
by spiritual transformation or acceptance of the church's moral code.
Amid the satisfaction of seeing Tswana chiefs being converted, subtribes embracing Christianity, and churches being established in the major
villages and towns, new challenges were emerging for mission and church
leaders. First, since conversion Was often associated with loyalty to the
chief, nominal commitment became the biggest challenge for the future of
Christianity in Botswana. Second, when the power and authority of the
chiefs began to wane and tribal institutions declined near the end of the
colonial period the influence of denominational churches also diminished.
Nominal Christianity
The trend toward nominal Christianity can be explained in part by its
tendency to be "moralistic and legalistic" (Pauw 1960:218). Christian
teaching has tended to stress adherence to a code of behavior, such as getting
rid of certain traditional practices like polygamy or initiation and observing
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other practices like wearing clothes, attending church, and doing good
works. Pauw (1960:218) suggests further that the Batswana perceived the
observance of these rules, which generally pertained to outward customs, as
the essence of Christianity. Furthermore, church discipline concentrated on
the rules that pertained to traditional practices. While no missionary viewed
the observance of rules as the means to salvation, this emphasis has
permeated Tswana Christian beliefs. Wearing a suit coat by men attending
church or prayers is one example of adhering to a code of behavior that is
seen today. Either through instruction or just by example, missionaries
taught that the proper dress for a man in church was to wear a coat and tie.
While visiting in one village, another pastor and I were asked to offer a
prayer for a sick relative of the headman. We entered the house and began
to read the Bible before praying, but the headman interrupted us. He
instructed all of the other men to go and put on jackets before we could
continue with the prayer. Fortunately, I was chilly and was already wearing
a jacket.
Initially Christianity was accepted due to the personal influence of the
chiefs over their people who were the most influential persons in the tribes.
Furthermore, when a chief accepted Christianity he gave up his role as tribal
priest to the ancestors, and the missionaries became the new tribal priests.
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Thus, traditional African religion, commonly called ancestor worship,
virtually disappeared among the Batswana (Schapera 1958:4). B. A. Pauw
suggests that the abdication of the priestly function of the chiefs
communicated the diminution of the importance of one's lineage. When
traditional rituals that supported Tswana social structure and upheld their
kinship system were also eliminated, the ancestor cult lost its importance as
well (Pauw 1960:213).
Although ancestor cult has largely disintegrated, traditional magic,
including witchcrafe, has tended to persist even among church members.
"Many a man who has long abandoned ancestor worship in favour of the
Gospel, or perhaps has never even known the old tribal cult, yet feels it
necessary to have himself and his family, his huts, his cattle, and his gardens
regularly charmed" (Shapera 1937a:239-240). A former bond that held a
family together was the father or head of the family who acted as domestic
priest and performed the rituals and ceremonies connected with births,
marriage, death, and so on. The disappearance of sacrifices and prayers
directed to the ancestors has deprived the father of his role, and many have
turned instead to the professional magicians or traditional doctors. They
provide the protective charms, fertility magic, and defenses against sorcery.
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Those Christians who continue to practice magic usually do it in
secret. Chief Lentswe of the Bakgatla, I. Schapera reports, accepted
Christianity enthusiastically but also continued secretly in his tribal duty as
rainmaker (l937a:240). Schaperajudges that Christianity has not been able
to fill the part that magic plays in tribal life. He says, "[Magic] enters
intimately into all their everyday activities and occupations, providing them
with a hope and confidence which enables them to tide successfully over
difficulties and disappointments" (1937 a:240). The doctrines and preaching
of Christianity are too remote for most people from the realities of everyday
life to provide an acceptable substitute. This is observed even today as
many Christians attend church to pray for help for specific health or
economic problems, and go to a traditional doctor as well to obtain charms
and medicines to alleviate the same problems.
There seems to be a link between the legalistic pattern of many
Christians and the still common belief in magic. Legalistic teaching
highlights the causal connection between what a person does in this life and
his destiny in a future life. God is the Lawgiver and the Judge, and he
judges a person's eternal fate based on the person's behavior. In this pattern
of belief, strict adherence to the rules will ensure a favorable judgment.
Pauw suggests that the Batswana attraction to magic makes legalism
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"particularly acceptable" (1960 :219). The correct behavior of an individual
assures salvation just as a ritual object or act, by its magical character,
causes the desired result. Legalism fails to acknowledge that salvation is
granted by God through Christ's mediation as an expression of God's mercy
and forgiveness of a person's sins. Legalism puts one's faith in the method
and process of "doing good" rather than in the person of God, the essence of
good.
Decline of Tribal Authority
A complementary feature to the extension of Christianity during the
colonial period is the disintegration of Tswana society and culture. With the
passing away of old values and old rules of behavior (such as respect of old
age and obedience to parents) there is a real perception "that the society is
becoming increasingly lawless" (Pauw 1960:218). The new set of rules
embraced by Christian principles has not yet produced a strong sanction
against wrongdoing that is able to replace that formerly provided by Tswana
culture.
8

Initiation Rites. Statutory Instrument No. 1171 of 1966 represented
the culmination of colonial and missionary pressure to eliminate male and
female initiation rites (Koma n.d.:33). This law, enacted in the first year of
the republic, made it a punishable offense (fine or imprisonment) for anyone
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to compel a young person to attend initiation without parental consent. This
law essentially took away the power of the chief to enlist youths in
regimental formation . According to Western thought it made sense to give
the ultimate authority regarding children to individual parents, but in Tswana
society authority over individuals rested in the larger fraternity of adult men.
They looked after the integrity of the tribal community, and this law
diminished their ability to maintain coherence with their traditions. There
was little other pressure that tribal leaders could apply to force attendance at
initiations.
The Chieftainship. "Chieftainship [traditionally1was the embodiment
of Tswana body politic and the anchor of economic life, as well as custodian
of cultural values" (Sekgoma: 1994:403). During the colonial period there
was consistent pressure to reform the nature and power of the chieftainship
in the Protectorate. The colonial government intervened directly in 1934
with political and legal affairs of the tribe by passing what has notoriously
become known as the Proclamations of 1934. The "Native Administration
Proclamation No. 74 of 1934" and the "Native Tribunal Proclamation No. 75
of 1934" sought to introduce reforms in the traditional system of government
(Molokomme 1994:353). These proclamations made customary law
subordinate to colonial law.
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Proclamation No. 74 gave higher authority to the High Commissioner
over the chiefs. Chiefs were still selected normally, but they had to be
formally recognized by the High Commissioner. He could also suspend,
banish, or remove a chief from office (Molokomme 1994:353).
Proclamation No. 75 streamlined but reduced the chiefs' judicial powers.
The chief was no longer the "ultimate adjudicator and legislator" (Phorano
1984:19). The chiefs claimed that the new proclamations violated their
sovereignty and interfered with their laws and customs, which had been
reserved for them by prior treaties. They sued the High Commissioner and
Protectorate Administration in court to challenge the proclamations, but the
court decided against them stating that the Bechuanaland Government had
"unfettered and unlimited power to legislate for the government and
administration of justice among the tribes of the Bechuanaland Protectorate"
(Picard 1985: 13). The chieftainship was stripped of its former standing, and
became a paid position within the colonial administration.
Chiefs were prohibited from using regimental labor, which was their
only form of taxation, for private use such as plowing or harvesting for
them. Boitumelo Okatswa, a headman in Moshupa whom I interviewed,
informed me that in the past chiefs also sent out regiments to collect stray
cattle at least once a year. Any unbranded or unclaimed cattle became the
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property of the chief, but with these changes all unclaimed cattle had to be
turned over to the proper government official. The chief could only call a
regiment together for public purposes. Furthermore, fines imposed by the
chief could no longer be used by him personally. They were to be used for
public purposes that improved living standards for the public. People
reacted to the changes in different ways. Christians accepted them more
readily than traditionalists who felt a greater impact from the loss of their
customs and cultural practices (Phorano 1984: 19). Whereas those from
royal or other aristocratic families lost some of their sources of income as
well as their prestige, those who were not of the royal class benefited most
because they were more easily integrated into the new government
administration.
Resurgence of Cultural Identification
Acculturation took place throughout the colonial period, but some
cultural traits were more resistant to change than others. In the 1930s 1.
Schapera categorized the traditional Tswana traits that underwent change
due to contact with Christians and other Europeans. Some European cultural
traits were readily accepted and almost universally adopted, but led to the
modest modification of some existing institutions. Among those were new
occupations (e.g. domestic servants, evangelists, and teachers), a new
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educational system, and European clothing (Schapera 1937a:228ft). Some
contact caused traditional Tswana traits to be displaced, requiring more
extensive cultw·al modification. These included the acceptance of material
objects (e.g. plows and wagons), changes in mourning and burial practices,
and the abandonment of the traditional religion (Schapera 1937 a:241 ft).
Finally, the Batswana resisted changing some cultural traits. These were
subsistence activities of agriculture and raising cattle, political structure,
bride price, magic and sorcery, and initiation (Schapera 1937a:235ff).
Why were some traditional traits and institutions more resistant to
change? Those traits that preserved traditional Tswana political, religious,
economic, and social orders proved to be the most durable. They not only
resisted change, but from time to time they made a come back in prominence
and usage. Kevin Shillington (1985), in his history of the southern
Batswana in the early colonial period, wrote that a Batlhaping chieftainship
collapsed under the influence of LMS missionaries and the encroachment of
colonial officials and settlers into his territory. These combined pressures
discouraged his chiefly power and constrained him to abandon their
traditional practices of initiation and rainmaking. However, in 1890 under
the leadership of a new chief, the Batlhaping challenged the colonial
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administration and sought to return the rightful authority to the chieftainship.
Shillington writes,
Widespread initiation ceremonies in 1891 illustrated the extent of the
revival of support for traditional authority structures. Over the years,
support for initiation had declined under the impact of Christianity.
Its revival on a grand scale was significant and not missed by 'resident
missionaries' who saw it as a rejection of Christianity in particular
and European culture and authority in general. (1985:219)
The missionaries' main complaint was that initiation strengthened the chief s
power. The vitality of this revival of tradition was such that it included
married men, middle-aged and old men from the Cape Colony, and even
Christians from Kuruman, the stronghold ofLMS Christianity.
Renewed interest in traditional culture was perceived as a move
against the colonial government, and in the following years tension
increased between colonial and traditional powers. It finally resulted in an
armed conflict known as the Langeberg Campaign of 1897 (Shillington
1985:240). Between 1200 and 1500 Batswana were killed and 3800 men,
women, and children were taken prisoner in this battle that marked the end
of the sovereignty of the Batlhaping kingdom. It was not the end, however,
of the Batswana desire to retain their cultural identification. Initiation rites
continued among the Bangaketse and Bakwena in the early 1900s even
without the support of their chiefs (Chirenje 1977:233), and regimental
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formation (without complete initiation rites) continued among the Bakgatla
at least into the 1970s.

Post Colonial Period: Christianity's New Look (l966-Today)
During this period of history, distinguished by the energy of
independence, a reappraisal of the relationship between Christianity and
Tswana culture has begun. Because Western culture and political aggression
dominated the territories of the Batswana for all of the 19 th century and more
than half of the 20 th century, and because the initial missionary enterprise
coincided with that domination, we must ask, "Is Christianity today suited to
the Tswana world?" Do churches planted by the Western missionary effort
adequately come to terms with Tswana life in contextually relevant ways?
Some African theologians have proclaimed the harmful and alienating effect
of missionary Christianity on African peoples. Because it was difficult for
the Batswana to identify with Christianity, some have sought Christian
identity in a totally African way as found in the African Independent
Churches in Botswana and South Africa, and others have attempted to adapt
Christian rituals and practices to African understanding.

194
Attempts to Contextualize Traditional Practices
Several contextual approaches to ministry have been tried among the
Batswana with varying degrees of success. Most of these were begun during
the colonial period, but not all have been widely accepted.
• Rainmaking ceremonies have been adapted to Christianity by
proclaiming a day of prayer for rain. Today the president of Botswana
calls for a national day of prayer for rain. He gathers representatives of
all the major churches, and they lead a prayer meeting held in the
national stadium of the capital city. It appears that the belief that it is
God who sends rain is still interpreted to mean that he sends it through
the chief or president in this case .
• MoZomo, or tasting the first fruits of the harvest, was adapted to "conform

to Christian notions of Thanksgiving" (Chirenje 1977:232). It was
originally done in 1898 through the combined efforts of missionaries and
Chief Khama. Originally Christians and non-Christians assembled
together for the ceremony even though they held different beliefs. Over
the years it has developed more into a Western style Thanksgiving
service that is often linked to the Thanksgiving holiday period of the
northern hemisphere, and the ceremonies are held locally in churches
rather than under the sanction of a chief.

195
• "Bringing out" of a baby and mother at the end of their confinement
period after childbirth is another common ceremony that some churches
have adapted. Traditionally this is when the child is introduced to the
outside world and its name is announced. Paternal and maternal relatives
are invited to the feast and ceremony, in which the traditional doctor
perfonns rituals for the protection and blessing of the child. Services I
attended were conducted by a local pastor, and a ritual of baby dedication
or baptism replaced the traditional tshegofatso or blessing.
• An adaptation of initiation was attempted only one time and that was

during the reign of Chief Lentswe of the Bakgatla (Shapera 1937a:246).
When he converted to Christianity he abolished initiation in his kingdom,
but the tribe as a whole protested that their young men needed some
instruction in proper behavior. In 1928 Chief Lentswe began a modified
system of initiation that included tests of hunting skills and instruction of
adult behavior, but without circumcision and secrecy. The final phase of
reincorporating the young men into the community included a church
ceremony. Nothing is recorded about what was actually done in the
church service or whether the church ceremony remained part of the
regiment fonnation in subsequent years. I assume the church service has
died out, because none of my informants mentioned it.
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A Christian Response to Traditional Tswana Culture
One of the major responses to colonial, denominational Christianity
has been the growth of Independent Churches among the Batswana in recent
years. The rapid growth of these churches indicates that they have done a
better job than mainline Christian churches in expressing Christianity in
African terms. Four basic failures of mission churches led to this
development:
(1) Missionaries did not fully appreciate the Tswana worldview.
(2) Missionaries did not always distinguish areas of culture that were
not in conflict with biblical truth or identify areas of Tswana
culture that were consistent with Christianity.
(3) Church discipline alienated some individuals and groups, for
example those in polygamous marriages and those who sent their
children to initiation ceremonies.
(4) The availability of Scripture in vernacular languages freed
Batswana to uncover new ways of interpreting life in Christ.
(adapted from Falk 1979: 456ft).
Those involved in Independent churches are inclined to retain their Tswana
worldview that includes the work of benevolent ancestral spirits. Christians
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in mission churches generally regard these as syncretistic beliefs and tend to
disregard members of those churches as true Christians.
I met Mmolotsi Magwadi in April 2001. He was a member of the
Abel Church in Zion, described himself as a born again Christian, and was a
traditional Tswana doctor. Being skeptical of his testimony I asked him to
explain what he meant by being born again and how it had affected his life.
His answer would have sounded appropriate in most evangelical churches.
He said he dedicated his life to God, and since he came to this faith he has
stopped doing many sinful things like having sexual relationships and using
"black medicine" or sorcery to give him power over others. He now trusts
God to help him overcome his problems in life. His Christian faith,
however, did not diminish the importance he placed in Tswana culture. For
example, Mr. Magwadi said he believed that Jesus Christ was the only real
doctor but he also believes that God has revealed the art of healing through
Tswana culture and therefore, it is also a valid means of bringing healing to
people. He said, "We work hand in hand to defeat dangerous diseases, but
clinical people [scientific medicine] have given up healing cultural
diseases." He refers to the diseases that are caused by or bear upon the
spiritual dimension of life. Scientific medicine does not regard a surviving
spouse or a mother who has just given birth as being diseased. However,
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those of the Tswana culture regard these people as ones in need of
"cleansing inside" before they can return to life in the community. As a
traditional doctor and by the power of God Mr. Magwadi helps remove the
unclean state of individuals that would otherwise affect those who may come
into contact with them.
The endeavors of the African Independent Movement have helped to
eliminate the foreignness of Christianity. Jesus can be portrayed in
understandable, relevant terms such as the mediator or the greatest doctor of
all. This form of indigenous Christianity does not require separation from
the culture for church membership, and allows the incorporation of some
cultural practices into the worship of the church.
Implications of Contextual Christianity for Discipleship Ministry
Although Kwame Bediako (1995) is from West Africa, his assessment
of the missionary contribution to Christianity in Africa is appropriate for the
Batswana as well. It is evident that the missionary effort had a negative
view of African society and values, but Bediako balances that criticism with
the positive contributions of the Western missionary endeavor, i.e. its use of
the vernacular and its message of the universality of Christianity. Lamin
Sanneh calls the use of vernacular languages the "seeds of the divergence
between mission and colonialism" (1997: 111), which began to chip away at
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the onerous colonial hegemony. The translation enterprise of the Bible
provided the basis for the tremendous increase in the numbers of Africap.
Christians after the withdrawal of European colonial powers in the 1960s
and later.
Colonial missions among the Batswana did not take a contextual
approach to preaching and ministry, and to a large degree Christianity
remained foreign to them. However, because early LMS missionaries
strongly emphasized using vernacular scriptures, they provided the means
for contextualization to Tswana Christians. By using their own language,
they bring their own questions to the Bible, and take appropriate answers
from it. The vernacular is a bridge to the Tswana worldview, and the
challenge is now for Tswana Christians to use their opportunity to produce
indigenous theologies with a higher appreciation for their cultural categories
of meaning.
There are several implications for mission churches today that wish to
contextualize their approach to discipleship ministries.
1. When mission leaders learn to trust local Christians who have
genuinely experienced Christ, there is hope for mission churches to
find an indigenous path. Some early missionaries recognized the
absolute necessity of trained and trusted local church leaders.
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The fact of the undoubted superiority of Bechuana Christians,
not directly under European influence, is quite opposed to the
idea that the success of European missionaries is to be
accounted for by the influence of a superior over an inferior
race. From what I have seen I am deeply convinced it is the
power of Jesus Christ in his gospel which overcomes men; and
that by standing as it were in the way of this specific agency,
the European missionary may even retard and deteriorate the
work. (Mackenzie 1971 [1871]:79)
John Mackenzie's statement suggests that less direct missionary
involvement resulted in more independent thought by Tswana
Christians, making them stronger in their faith than those under
direct missionary leadership.
2. Reflection on the attitudes of colonial missionaries cautions crosscultural missionariG.s today to submit their attitudes to examination
by the Holy Spirit. While there are illustrations of times when God
spoke through imperfect messengers (Jonah is a prime example),
that should not be the norm for a missionary model. Ministers in
contextual ministry need to examine their attitudes. Do I
demonstrate God's grace and acceptance of all people as brothers
and sisters under the Lordship of Jesus Christ? Do I trust the Holy
Spirit to continue the work in the hearts and lives of local
Christians in areas that I cannot control?
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3. Mission churches need to intentionally address Tswana concerns of
family and social structure (i.e. ancestor veneration, polygamy,
cultural rituals etc.) that have been abolished by Christian
missions. A major reason why Christianity has continued to be
viewed as a foreign religion by many Batswana is that it has failed
to address these concerns. Christian theology and practice among
the Batswana has not been indigenous, it has been an effort by
missionaries to implant Western forms without regard for Tswana
context.

Summary
The mission enterprise emerging from the colonial era has not
produced indigenous Christianity among the Batswana. The main reason is
that missionaries failed to understand local cultures and to relate the gospel
to the relevant needs of the Tswana people. A common view was that
traditional religion including ancestral beliefs was a hindrance to the growth
of the church. Missionaries attempted to abolish traditional religious beliefs
with the hope that Christianity (beliefs and practices) would fill the void, but
they misunderstood that Tswana culture was so intimately intertwined with
religion that by abolishing religious belief and practices they were also
destroying Tswana culture.
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When she was young, years before she was known as Auntie Jane, a
doctor at the hospital mission station employed her as a domestic worker.
Being an obedient girl, Jane never crossed the yellow line on the floor by the
kitchen door unless she was asked to come into the house by the baas or
master of the house. She always drank her own tea from the metal cups
provided for the domestic staff and never from the delicate china that was
reserved for the doctor and his guests. Later in life Auntie Jane was asked
how she became a Christian when those who represented Christian missions
to her exhibited such blatantly colonial attitudes. She replied, "But they told
us about Jesus, and the message of Jesus dying on the cross burned in my
heart."
The gospel, revealed in the Bible and declared by the heartfelt
experiences of Tswana Christians, is still looking for cultural expression.
Today's challenge to undertake mission that allows Christianity to be
expressed in indigenous, Tswana ways needs missionaries and local
Christians working together. Tswana Christians, dedicated to God and the
gospel, and informed missionaries with an appreciation of Tswana culture
can give contextual expression to Christian understanding.
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Notes

Very little is recorded about William Edwards. He was with the London
Missionary Society for about two years. He left them in 1800 and soon
ceased to have any connection with the mission (Lovett 1899:522). I assume
that he was working independently at the time when he first contacted the
Batswana, because there is no further mention of him in LMS records.
1

Throughout this section I will make reference to various sub-tribes of the
Batswana. I will not attempt to specifically identify each sub-tribe as to
geographical location or lineage within the tribe, because they are a dynamic
institution. New sub-tribes have emerged as an outcome of disputes within
the royal families and also, sometimes they have moved to new locations
due to environmental or political conditions. The significance of naming the
sub-tribes indicates that Christian missions were not centered on just one or
two of the population centers within the Tswana tribe. The early
missionaries made a diligent effort to start missions in most of the subtribes'locations. For more information about the Tswana sub-tribes see the
ethnographic survey of 1. Schapera, titled "The Tswana" (1953 :9-16).
2

3

Bechuana = Batswana.

The more common spelling of this word is "kaffir," which in the 18th
century generally referred to the Nguni-speaking tribes of South Africa. See
Figure 1 on page 41. Later 'it became a general abusive term to refer to all
blacks, much like the use of "nigger" in the United States.
4

Livingstone's reply to the rain doctor indicates that his primary concern
was the rain doctor's faith in herbal medicines rather than in Jesus Christ. It
seems disturbing to Livingstone that they used medicines as a magical
formula for producing rain, but he does not imply that herbal medicines are
without value. In fact, a prescription he gave to cure his father's indigestion
also used herbal medicines. He wrote, "Take an aspirant pill of equal parts
rhubarb, aloes, and galbanum ... add two teaspoonfulls [sic] of powdered
cinnamon and two of powdered ipecacuhan ... Take according to effect"
(Schapera 1959:77).
5
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The concept of a protectorate was that Tswana society was being protected
from outside threats, Boer and German. It was based on the assumption that
there would be no effect on the social relationships between the chiefs and
their people (Picard 1985: 11). There would be mutually exclusive parallel
administrations: the British colonial administration to regulate traders,
missionaries, and other Europeans, and the "native" administration (chiefs)
to oversee their own tribal affairs. However, Tlou and Campbell (1984) and
Chirenje (1977) document that British officials interfered with the functions
of the chiefs on many occasions.

6

Witchcraft or boloi, the malicious use of magic against other people or
their property, has flourished. A person may not even be conscious that he
is the one doing evil, i.e. he or she has broken some taboo that has produced
disease or misfortune. Various forms of divination are used by a
professional magician, known as a ngaka ya Setswana or traditional doctor,
to detect the guilty person. In some Christian churches, especially the
independent, non-denominational churches, the pastor or priest has often
taken on the role of diviner to detect the origin of the evil.

7

8 This

law reiterated colonial law, Proclamation No. 41 of 1917, which
stated that it was a "penal offense" for anybody to subject a young person (a
boy or girl under 16 years of age) to either bogwera or bojale (the
corresponding initiation ceremonies) without consent of the child's parents
(Schapera 1938: 105).

CHAPTER 6

Making the Message Meaningful: A Review ofContextualization

Every Sunday morning in the Nazarene Church the missionary pastor
faithfully led the congregation of Batswana in worship. He led them in
singing; they stood and clapped while they sang. He led them in prayer;
they knelt. He led them to God's Word through his preaching; they listened
attentively. Sunday morning service was a subdued and sacred time.
Several years later the missionary had moved on to another assignment, and
an African preacher was appointed to the Nazarene Church. Every Sunday
morning the African pastor faithfully led the congregation of Batswana in
worship. He organized a group of several young people to lead the singing;
the congregation stood, they clapped, they swayed, and they danced around
the auditorium. He led them in prayer; the congregation dispersed
throughout the room and prayed individually at the top of their voices. He
led them to God's Word through his preaching; the congregation listened
attentively. Sunday morning service was an exciting and joyous time. What
had happened in this congregation to change the Sunday morning service?
Worship rituals were modified to fit Tswana forms of worship, singing, and
prayer. That was contextualization.
205
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Contextualization is a key element of ritual development and
adaptation of cultural forms for Christian worship and discipleship. It is not
enough to develop new rituals to replace those formerly used by the
Batswana, or to naively allow all manners of traditional forms into church
practice. Rather, it is critical that the ritual is consistent with biblical values
and experience and that it allows for coherent transfer of meaning and
symbolism.
Charles Kraft, in Christianity in Culture (1979), answers the question,
"What is desired in a church?" by an inclusive definition of an indigenous
church. It is one that takes local forms, possesses them for Christ, and then
adapts and uses them to convey Christian meanings, which fulfill local
(indigenous) functions. The church, if translated literally across cultural
boundaries (a formal-correspondence church) will typically seem foreign
because little or no attention has been given to how the church understands
the gospel message and how it can be lived out in culturally appropriate
ways (Kraft 1979:319). Kraft suggests that churches should be
"dynamically equivalent" to biblical models. "It is crucial that each new
generation and culture experience the process of producing in its own
cultural forms an appropriate church vehicle for the transmission of God's
meanings" (1979 :315). In the quest for an indigenous church, Tswana
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Christians can become more fully the people of God within their culture by
pursuing adaptations of cultural rites that met cultural and social needs but
have been eliminated by outside agencies such as the colonial government
and Western Christian missions. Theological reflection on the issue of
initiation will help the Tswana church gain an understanding of how the
Bible and traditional Tswana concepts can work together to move young
men into responsible adulthood. A contextual initiation ritual will allow
young men to retain their involvement in the church while receiving the
rights, privileges, and duties that accompany the status of an adult within
Tswana community.

Major Contributions to Understanding Contextualization
Louis J. Luzbetak, in The Church and Cultures (1988), defines
contextualization as the "various processes by which a local church
integrates the Gospel message with its local culture." He says, "Text and
context must be blended into that one, God-intended reality called 'Christian
living'" (1988:69). The two most important agents involved in
contextualization of the gospel are the local church and the Holy Spirit.
Under the leadership of the Holy Spirit the Tswana church is able to
integrate its understanding of the Bible with its understanding of Tswana
culture to produce a contextual theology of the practice of initiation.
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Wilbert R. Shenk speaks about missionary strategy in his book,

Changing Frontiers of Mission (1999). Although my study does not directly
address how missionaries should work, this concern underlies my motivation
for taking up this study. Shenk says that the Bible suggests a five-fold
approach to missionary strategy, which includes working contextually. (1)
The nature and purpose of God is the source of mission. (2) God's
redemptive strategy is tied to the Messiah who was promised and is now
fulfilled. (3) The Holy Spirit is the primary agent of the Messiah's mission.
(4) The church is the instrument to extend life across lines of race, class, and
nationality. (5) All human cultures are equally the means through which
people hear the gospel in their own language (Shenk 1999:106-107). As
missionaries, we need to undertake contextualization as a strategy of
mission. My study attempts to do that in one place and for one cultural
circumstance, but I hope that it will encourage the local Tswana churches to
continue to make the gospel culturally relevant to themselves.

In his book Transforming Mission (1991), David J. Bosch has labeled
one section "Mission as Contextualization." He implies that to undertake
the mission of God is to undertake contextualization of the gospel. Bosch
identifies two important aspects of contextualization. First,
contextualization affirms "that God has turned toward the world" (Bosch
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1991 :426). This is vital to my approach to ritual process. God is active in
all areas of the world, including the culture of the Batswana. Because he is
revealing himself through their understanding of the world their symbols and
rituals are valuable for communicating the gospel. Secondly, Bosch asserts
that contextualization must involve constructing many local theologies. He
says, "There is no eternal theology ... which may play the referee over
'local theologies '" (1991 :456). Local theologies are valid and they
authentically reveal God in their local situation.
Robert J. Schreiter, in Constructing Local Theologies (1985),
addresses the question, "Who is a local theologian?" He suggests the
Christian community is the prime author of contextual theology (1985: 16).
The local community develops the theology because it is intended to meet
the needs of the local community of believers, but by itself it cannot
guarantee valid biblical insight. He suggests that professional theologians
(college and seminary trained pastors), due to some expertise, have a role to
direct people towards sound biblical knowledge but should not dominate the
process. An outsider, which is my role, can mediate between local
theologians and the experiences of the wider community of Christian
believers. All are valuable participants in the contextualization process but
none should dominate. Schreiter's insight that local theology is a movement
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between local culture, gospel, and church directed my methodology. In
carrying out the research for Chapters 7, I strove to guide discussions and
point out biblical understanding that may have been overlooked. Otherwise,
the data presented are the work of the local Tswana Christian community.
Darrell Whitemen, in "Contextualization: The Theory, the Gap, the
Challenge." (1997), clearly explains the functions of contextualization.
Contextualization (1) attempts to communicate the gospel and establish the
church in ways that make sense culturally, meets the deepest worldview
needs, and allows people to follow Christ while remaining within their own
culture, (2) offends for the right reasons, which are to expose sinfulness in
individuals and in oppressive cultural structures, and (3) develops
contextualized expressions of the gospel that are culturally unique that will
expand the understanding of the universal church about God's kingdom
(1997:2-4). The conclusion of this article is that contextualization is often
not easy. This speaks to my role or a missionary's role in contextualization.
We need to take the time to listen so we are not blinded by our own
ethnocentrism, and pay attention to learning from those of a culture different
than our own.
Charles Van Engen, in Mission on the Way (1996), presents a model
for theology that begins with an unbending faith that the Bible is God's
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revelation and authority against which all theology must be tested. To keep
theology connected to real life the local church must be a hermeneutical
community that determines what God is saying through his word, and it
must always stay in touch with God's mission in the world. Faith, love, and
hope project a sense of movement into God's mission (Van Engen
1996:254-262). Faith in Jesus Christ motivates the church's cooperation
with the Holy Spirit to take part in mission. Love, displayed in the
fellowship of the church, encompasses local as well as universal dimensions
of theology. Hope for the future is a consolation to the world and an
assurance to the Christian that the world can be changed.

The Historical Context of Contextualization in Africa
This discussion overlaps somewhat with the previous chapter, in that
the colonial period of history was a powerful force in shaping mission theory
and methodology in Africa. Although prevalent attitudes precluded much
progress toward contextualization in its mission approach to African
peoples, the Christian church made several significant efforts to adapt
specific cultural forms and rituals to Christian practice.
An Era of Non-Contextualization

Paul Hiebert makes the case in "Critical Contextualization" that the
colonial period led to an era of non-contextualization. He indicates that this
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era that continued into the 1950s was characterized by a "belief in the
superiority of Western cultures" (Hiebert 1987:104) and by a movement to
"westernize" other cultures. Along with the idea that Western culture was
superior to other cultures was the belief that Christianity was also superior to
other religious practices. Mission historian, Ruth Tucker, portrays missions
th

th

of the 19 and early 20 centuries as a compromise with the forces of
imperialism and colonial expansion. Missionaries, like Robert Moffat in
South Africa, generally believed that tribal people knew nothing about God
and did not credit them with any religious beliefs of their own. Tucker says,
"[Moffat] sought to evangelize them with the mistaken impression that their
tribe had no concept of God" (1983: 145). With this general orientation
toward tribal religion, missionaries developed a low appreciation for the
traditions and customs of indigenous peoples. The net result was to
characterize traditional religions as pagan and whenever possible to
extinguish them.
Non-contextualization had a dramatic effect on missions as
missionaries, in good faith, sought to destroy many aspects of traditional
religions. Few missionaries understood the depth to which traditional (nonwestern) religion was integrated into the people's lives. Hiebert (1987:104)
points out that "in peasant and tribal societies, religion is at the center of
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culture and permeates most of its forms. Food, clothing, house construction,
marriages, markets, farming, fishing, hunting, festivals, music, dance, and
drums all had religious significance in traditional cultures." The elimination
of traditional religious forms in favor of Christian forms created a cultural
void in which Christian converts and societies were left without meaning to
aspects of life that previously held important symbolic meaning.
Hiebert identifies two results of a non-contextual approach to the
introduction of Christianity. One result is that Christianity is "perceived in
other cultures as a foreign religion" (Hiebert 1987: 106). The second is the
development of hidden cultures or "split-level Christianity." Converts to
Christianity retain "old beliefs and customs" that can be characterized best
as the essence of traditional religions (Hiebert 1987: 106). "On the level of
the ultimate God and ultimate salvation issues, the members were practicing
Christians." However because of the failure of Christianity to account for
cultural conditioning and the retention of the old ways, "[o]n the level of the
issues that affected them in an intimate way day in and day out, such as
protecting their village from disease, [Christians] continued to practice their
traditional religion" (Zahniser 1997 :45). Zahniser notes that Hiebert refers
to these as middle issues and that they are most often dealt with by engaging
the local pantheon. Zahniser understands these issues to be "intimately
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connected to daily life" (1997 :48) and goes on to explain that Western
thought tends to exclude these areas from religious activities and practices
(1997 :49). Hiebert notes that an effort to merge "public Christianity and
private 'paganism' has led to syncretism" (1987 : 106). The challenge before
us is to redefine traditional forms and symbols with Christian meanings
while simultaneously addressing the concerns of split-level Christianity and
syncretism. The introduction of functional substitutes that meet cultural felt
needs would help avoid the results of these two cultural voids that Hiebert
identifies.
Four Case Studies of Attempts to Contextualize African Rituals
The book, Rites ofPassage in Contemporary Africa: Interaction
between Christian and African Traditional Religions (1998) edited by James
L. Cox, gives case studies of attempts to use rites of passage in various

churches in Africa. The case studies come from several countries in
southern Africa and were presented at a conference in Zimbabwe in 1994.
They document attempts by various Christian churches to adapt traditional
rites of passage to be appropriate for Christian practice. These case studies
are valuable because they investigate the interaction between Christianity
and African cultural practices. The authors present historical studies of
traditional rites of passage, and evaluate the problems involved with
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adapting them to the Christian faith. Most authors have characterized the
attempts as ineffective for a number of reasons, which is discussed below.
Rites of Passage in Swaziland. Denis M'Passou, in "The Continuing
Tension between Christianity and Rites of Passage in Swaziland" (1998)
describes missionaries' attitudes toward initiation rites as hostile to
traditional culture and religion. Many missionaries consider participation in
all cultural ceremonies and rites of passage to be satanic exercises (1998:28).
They cite 2 Corinthians 6: 14-16, "For what fellowship hath righteousness
with unrighteousness? And what Communion hath light with darkness .. _"
M'Passou declares that these church leaders promote a "theological
schizophrenia" (1998 :31) among the Swazis by trying to hold them to the
doctrines of their respective denominations and not allowing them to be true
Swazis. Therefore, in Swaziland the mainstream missionary denominations
do not allow participation in cultural rituals, and they have done little to
adapt cultural forms to Christian understanding. On the other hand, the
African Independent Churches in Swaziland have whole-heartedly endorsed
participation in cultural activities. The respect these churches show for
Swazi culture accounts for their popularity, said to be over 30% of the
population (M'Passou 1998:31). The criticism leveled at the African
Independent Churches is that by participating in cultural rituals as religious
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practices, they are betraying the true Christian faith because cultural rituals
are incompatible with biblical teachings. A more faithful contextualization
of the gospel may lie somewhere between the experiences of the
denominational missions and some Airican Independent Churches. The
experience in Swaziland demonstrates the need for a critical evaluation of
cultural practices in the light of the gospel truths and cultural understanding.
Initiation Rites in Southern Malawi. 1. C. Chakanza (1998) evaluates
the attempt by the Catholic Church in Malawi in the 1940s to respond to
puberty initiation for both boys and girls as a failure. To their credit, when
Protestant missionaries remained inflexible, Roman Catholic missionaries
perceived the need to institute Christian initiation rituals as "a strategy to
prevent converts from taking part in the traditional puberty rites" (Chakanza
1998: 160). However, Chakanza considers that the introduction of a
Christian form of initiation was a failure for two reasons. First, its "antipagan" approach was obvious. Missionaries previously labeled initiation as
a "heathen practice," and the new rituals were perceived as guards against
paganism rather than as expressions of Christian values through cultural
patterns. Secondly, the new rituals seemed to have lacked adequate
preparation. The priests and church leaders failed to take a contextual
approach by engaging in research and dialogue on the issue to overcome the
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earlier pejorative attitude toward the practice. Throughout this article the
author refers to these Christian rituals in Malawi as experiments, which
leads me to believe that they have died out. Only in one case at the Njale
Parish in the Chikwawa Diocese he explicitly states, "the ceremony was
repeated only once but discontinued after the incumbent missionaries had
left and were replaced by a conservative team of another missionary
congregation (Chakanza 1998: 162).
Chakanza's analysis of the failure of this early attempt at
contextualization reveals that the process of instituting a new Christian ritual
was too much in the hands of the missionaries. They made no real effort to
study without prejudice the traditional initiation rites in order to determine
their negative or positive cultural values. Furthermore, the establishment of
new rites by the missionaries gave the impression to the local people that
true and Godly values come only through the church and not through
culture. This led the author to one tragic and final conclusion, "All over
Africa people have been led to the stage of despising their own native
traditional cultures and of regarding foreign ideas and cultures as the only
way to human dignity" (Chakanza 1998:162).
Attitudes towards Initiation Rites in Blantyre, Malawi. In another
study from Malawi, Felix Chingota (1998) identifies four perspectives held
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by missionaries of the Presbyterian Synod in regard to initiation rites.
Missionaries have: (1) attempted to eradicate the local customs because they
were perceived as sinful and contrary to the word of God, (2) deferred
prohibition of the rites trusting that through education local Christians would
prohibit the rites themselves, (3) produced a Christian adaptation of the rites
which would be acceptable to African tribes, and (4) reformed the rites by
letting a responsible Christian take an active part in the traditional initiation
ceremonies (1998: 146ff).
Initially the Blantyre mission rejected initiation rites, and asked all
baptism candidates to reject such cultural ceremonies. Before baptism they
were asked, "Do you renounce all the practices of this land which are
contrary to the Word of God?" (Chingota 1998:149). In 1904 the meeting of
the second General Missionary Conference signaled that a change of the
mission's approach to culture was due. The value of "native religious
beliefs" was reexamined, and those "which tended towards truth" were
reappraised (Chingota 1998: 151). The conference resolved to study local
customs with an attitude to appreciate the good that existed in the local
culture. Eventually they determined that initiation rites taught much useful
information to help young people, but there was no recommendation to
reconsider participation in initiation rites until the Missionary Conference of
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1926. They recommended that a medical doctor should circumcise boys
when they were young, and when they reach 15 years old they should be
instructed by the missionaries and other reliable Christian men, but the
recommendations were not adopted for over twenty more years. In 1948
church members of the Blantyre Synod made further recommendations for
the adaptation of traditional initiation rites, but their recommendations were
never written as a handbook to guide an alternative to non-Christian rites.
Their instructions were incomplete and bore little resemblance to traditional
initiation. Christian children would sleep at their homes, and meet for just a
few days with Christian instructors during the day. The children's parents
should also attend to learn about their responsibilities as Christian parents.
Little other guidance was given except that the instructors themselves should
be trained in Christian moral education (Chingota 1998:153).
The Christian substitute initiation has been conducted sporadically for
the past few decades. However, it was regarded as a watered down version
of the real ceremony, and many Christians continued to send their children
to the traditional initiation ceremonies. As late as 1991 there had been no
legitimate study done of the traditional ceremony, and no curriculum had
been established for the Christianized instruction to be given (Chingota
1998: 154). Chingota's conclusion is that the church has made little progress
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in addressing the cultural environment of the Malawians, and that action by
the Synod on this issue remains imperative. Although the attitude of the
mission to the culture has been sympathetic for nearly 100 years, the
historical efforts by the Blantyre Synod to provide a Christian adaptation of
their traditional initiation have made little progress.
Female Initiation in Kenya. T. M. Hinga (1998) writes that in the case
of female initiation among the Agikuyu people of Kenya, missionary
involvement has been heavy handed. Missionaries considered the type of
female circumcision 1 done by the Agikuyu to be genital mutilation and
highly condemned it, as well as condemning male initiation and the
accompanying ceremonies. However, the Agikuyu felt that circumcision
(female and male) was "biblically legitimate since as the Bible clearly
indicated, Jesus himself underwent Irua [circumcision]" (Hinga 1998:175).
The missionary campaign against initiation succeeded so well that in areas
of strong missionary influence the rites have been totally discontinued.
The author rightly asks, "What happens to the multi-dimensional role
[transition to adulthood, inculcation of the meaning of womanhood, and
incorporation of the individual into the community] that these rituals were
supposed to play in the lives of the individual? How can Christianity
respond to the vacuum that has emerged ... a vacuum that Christianity has
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helped to create? What structures are we constructing in the place of the old
problematic ones?" (Hinga 1998: 170). Hinga argues that female initiation
rites should be critically reconstructed in order to help girls find their
rightful places in society. The task of reconstruction lies with the churches,
and they should reject "that which denigrates women" and endorse "that
which affirms them and contributes to their becoming fulfilled and confident
human beings" (Hinga 1998: 178).
Lessons Learned from Case Studies. The four case studies discussed
above demonstrate shortcomings that influenced their failure to adapt
cultural rites to be appropriate for Christian practice .
• There was too little contextualization. The Swaziland experience, on one
hand, is a holdover from the colonial era of missions in which nearly
everything African is associated with heathenism, and is regarded by the
church as incompatible with Christian belief and practice .
• There was too much contextualization. On the other hand, it is charged
that the African Independent Churches in Swaziland are guilty of too
much contextualization by accepting participation in nearly all of the
Swazi cultural activities and rituals. My biggest concern is that there is
no documentation that describes the theological reflection of the African
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Independent Churches on their process to integrate cultural practices into
the church. There is little evidence to judge this contention.
• There was too little preparation. In southern Malawi there was no
theological reflection on the traditional rites to determine its good or bad
elements. They should have asked which rites were oppressive and
which ones liberated individuals to relate better with other people and
with God.
• There was too much missionary control. Again, in southern Malawi, the
new rites focused more on protecting the church from becoming
"paganized" rather than attempting to develop a rite that accommodated
traditional as well as Christian values. In the case of female initiation in
Kenya, the heavy-handedness of missionary controlled to the elimination
of the rites without ever consulting the women who were involved.
• The new rites were too easygoing. The criticism of the Blantyre version
of a new initiation was that too many of the traditional elements were
removed, e.g. a shortened time, sleep at home with no initiation camp,
and instruction as the only activity. The new rite was not recognized as a
legitimate substitute for the traditional one.
My approach to the adaptation of traditional rites overcomes these
shortcomings by using the model of "critical contextualization" to develop a
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new ritual (see pages 224ft). One significant feature of this approach is that
it encourages a genuine effort by the local church to understand both the
traditional beliefs and biblical evidence that relate to the issue of initiation.
That will help to eliminate the excesses of a blatant disregard of culture or
the acceptance of everything cultural. This approach also recognizes the
local Christian body as the hermeneutic community. Theological reflection
evidences local thought and expertise, and the evaluation of past customs is
in light of the understanding of local Christians and not necessarily in light
of the understanding of missionaries who may be involved.

Models of Contextualization
The following two models of contextualization helped form my
approach to my study of initiation. I utilized the insights of these models in
my methodology for articulating the contextual theology described in the
next chapter.
Synthetic Model-Stephen B. Bevans

In Models o/Contextual Theology (1992), Stephen Bevans
depicts five models for doing contextual theology. I find the synthetic
model the most adequate for my research because it balances the insights of
the other models. It preserves the authority of the gospel and its traditional
doctrines, and yet it appreciates the role of culture through which the content
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of faith is articulated. There are two aspects which set this model apart from
the others. First, it understands that every culture has both unique elements
and those that are common to other cultures. Every culture can "borrow and
learn" from others without losing its uniqueness (Bevans 1992: 83). God's
revelation is understood to be historically defined by the particular cultures
of the Bible, and also to be operative in one's own culture.
Secondly, in this model Bevans affirms that contextual theology is a
community process that still leaves room for the presence of experts.
Experts encourage the community in the process, help the community make
necessary discernment, help it critique its own culture, and promote the
discovery of seeds of the Word (1992:85). The admonition is clear that the
process must start with the local culture and not with any previous
contextualizations of the gospel. The greatest strength of this model is its
attitude of openness and dialogue. This is the attitude I pursue in my
discussions with church leaders to attempt to keep the theology true to the
gospel and to the culture.
Critical Contextualization-Paul G. Hiebert
Hiebert credits Jacob Loewen and John Geertz, working among the
Wanana people of Panama, with development of this model of
contextualization. They identify four steps designed to assist in carefully
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merging the old culture with Christian concepts resulting in new symbols
and rituals.
1. The first step is to exegete the culture. This is a process of "gathering
and analyzing the traditional beliefs and customs [in an effort] to
understand the old ways, not to judge them" (Hiebert 1987: 109). It is
important to note that it is a congregational exercise of the local church.
2. The second step in this process is to exegete Scripture, and to develop a
hermeneutical bridge. This involves careful study of Scriptural evidence
concerning an issue. More important is the application of that Scripture
truth in the cultural context. Hiebert identifies this as critical because
failure to "grasp the biblical message as originally intended [can result
in] a distorted view of the gospel" (1987:109-110).
3. The third step is the process of critical response. Hiebert understands this
to be an evaluation of "past customs in the light of their new biblical
understandings" (1987:110). Some customs will be done away with and
some are acceptable in their present form. Some may need to be adapted
using substitute symbols. In some cases new rituals will need to be
adopted from the rich Christian heritage. These not only fill the void
created by discarding some customs, but also tie the local church to the
universal church.
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4. The final step is the process of developing new rites that reflect both
biblical truths and cultural understanding.
In responding to concerns about syncretism Hiebert (1987:110-111)
notes that contextualization is a process. Our understanding of truth grows
within that process through four checks against syncretism. First is the
premise that the process takes the Bible seriously, noting that all practices
must be measured against the standard of biblical revelation. Secondly,
Hiebert stresses that this approach allows the Holy Spirit to actively work in
all believers. The third check is that the church, acting as a hermeneutical
community, guards against misinterpretations of Scripture. Finally,
practices developed in response to contextual needs are tested against the
general consensus of theology.
In developing a rite of passage for the Tswana it is important to
adhere carefully to the process identified by Hiebert. Each aspect of the
traditional rite needs to be examined before deciding on whether it would be
included, modified, or discarded. This process requires the missionary to
step back and allow the people to corporately evaluate the elements of the
ritual in light of their understanding of the Bible. An important area not
fully addressed by Hiebert in his article was the use of ritual scarring and
pain in ritual. Traditional Tswana initiation involved the pain of beatings by
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the elders (a ceremonial sign of respect as well as a practical lesson in
endurance through trials) and the scarring of the circumcision ritual
(denoting completion of the passage and full membership in society). It is
debatable whether modified rites can have the force of meaning without
these aspects. The Western mindset often sees them as primitive and cruel
but fails to see the meanings behind them. However, a Christian culture that
calls on its converts to carry their cross, suffer, and be crucified with Christ
needs to evaluate traditional initiation practices in light of that message.
Jesus subjected himself to his Father, which led him to the suffering and
pain of death on the cross. The scars in his hands and side were later shown
to his disciples as marks of his identity as the resurrected Christ (see John
20:24-30). The Christian community will have to struggle with this issue to
determine whether scarring and pain have sound Christian meaning.

Functional Substitutes as a Model for Creating a Christian Discipleship
Ministry

"If cultures are to be changed effectively without boomeranging
dislocations, functional substitutes are essential (italics added)" (Nida

1954:247). Nida reasons that functional substitutes are important because
"if God is left out of anything he is not entirely in anything" (1954:90).
When religious and spiritual values are denied and cast aside, God is
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restrained from complete involvement in a culture. Rather than using Nida's
term of "dislocations," A. R. Tippett refers to "religious or cultural voids."
When an old way of meeting a felt need passes away with no functional
substitute to replace the old way, a cultural void results. He suggests two
criteria for using a functional substitute: (1) it retains the relevance of
religion in daily life, and (2) it meets the inherent and felt needs and creates
no cultural void (Tippett 1967 :270).
Legislation against socially harmful elements, or even preaching
against them, will have little effect unless a better alternative is offered. An
example given by Eugene Nida is from the Aymara Indians of Peru and
Bolivia in which the young men of different villages met to fight with sticks,
stones, and fists as part of an annual festival. The young Christian men of
one village suggested meeting for a soccer tournament rather than for
fighting. The soccer tournament is now one of the biggest events of the year
because it addresses the content of the cultural practice. The functional
substitute is a genuine answer to the problem because it promotes the desired
cultural change (Nida 1954:179).

Summary and Implications of Contextualization
A church that is indigenous and not foreign is one that has
successfully integrated the gospel with the culture of the local people.
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Contextualization appreciates the value of culture while maintaining the
authority of the Bible. Hiebert' s model of critical contextualization is useful
for my study of Tswana initiation because it evaluates cultural customs in
light of the new biblical understanding that a people gain by their
relationship to Jesus Christ through the Holy Spirit. Formation of
contextualized rituals will serve as functional substitutes for the initiation
rituals that were previously eliminated.
In dealing with the problem of cultural practices, missionaries have
tended to look at form rather than the content of such practices. "It has been
too easy to think that by substituting our own social institutions and
organizations, one could overcome the sin which poisons all inter-human
relationships" (Nida 1954: 13 3). This reflects a general lack of appreciation
for the work of God in and through many different social structures. It also
reflects our ethnocentrism and the cultural blindness it causes.
The elimination of an evil or harmful cultural practice will create a
cultural void if no substitute is offered. In reference to the system of
vengeance and feuding in the Western Solomons, Tippett says, "Of course
[it] had to go. The missionaries won this phase of the struggle ... However
they lost the 'follow-up' by failing to realize that the things discarded,
though admittedly bad, did nevertheless serve local functions" (1967 :200).
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This was also the case in the elimination of initiation rites in Africa.
Missionaries failed to realize the function they served for African societies.
Missionaries and church leaders must consider what social and economic
involvement a cultural practice may have to avoid destabilizing the society
by its removal.
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Notes

Hinga reports that female circumcision is a misnomer for what is done to
female genitals during initiation. Circumcision is a "cutting around" but
what is performed on girls is excision or "cutting out" of the clitoris
(1998:179, Note 1). Missionaries regarded this as genital mutilation in the
1920s. American feminists saw it as a symptom of male sexism and
patriarchal oppression in the 1970s and 1980s.
I

CHAPTER 7

A Biblical Interaction with Tswana Initiation: the Motive for New
Contextualized Practices

Carrying out Paul Hiebert's third and fourth steps of the critical
contextualization process produced the data for this chapter. When I began
collecting data for this chapter I found that it was difficult for some national
pastors to affmn the worth of this discussion concerning contextualization of
Tswana cultural practices. One pastor was exuberant about his personal
experience of initiation when he was 14 years old. In my interview of him,
he acknowledged that through initiation he gained the respect of others and
that he was perceived as an adult at the chief's council. Subsequently this
man converted to Christianity and attended a Nazarene Bible college for
theological training. He is now highly positioned in the church organization
in Botswana and took part in all of our discussions. However, he appeared
uncomfortable in discussing the appropriateness of adapting traditional
initiation for use by the church, and he often got up to walk around outside.
This pastor provided a good biblical perspective on issues of fatherhood and
family life, but his only suggestion for initiation was to send boys to medical
facilities for circumcision. It seemed that he was alienated from his culture
232
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to a degree that he could not identify with its practices and traditions. I It
was obvious from my previous interview that initiation was a meaningful
event in his life, but he kept that perspective tucked away during the
discussions on contextualization. Generally I found that the most relevant
responses came from those pastors who were grounded in biblical
understanding but who had less formal theological education.
Step three, which Hiebert calls the "critical response" (1987: 11 0),
gave Tswana Christians the opportunity to evaluate initiation rites of boys in
light of their biblical understanding. I led a discussion among Tswana
pastors of the Church of the Nazarene at Gaborone, Botswana in June 2001

in which we reviewed the customs and rituals that made up the traditional
initiation ceremonies. The pastors applied their interpretation of Scripture to
the old practices and made decisions whether or not practices should be
retained, rejected, or modified. My role in the discussion was to keep it
focused, to raise questions on issues I thought they might have overlooked,
and to record the conclusions of the pastors.
Step 4 of the critical contextualization process is the formation of
"new contextualized practices" (Hiebert 1987: 110), an arrangement of
practices into a new initiation ritual that expresses the Christian meaning of
the ceremony. This data were obtained in the discussion group mentioned
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above and in subsequent correspondence with Rev. Lovemore Chikova of
Gaborone, Botswana and Rev. Harry Maluleka of Roslyn, South Africa. I
have integrated the discussion of steps three and four to reflect how the
theological issues of initiation resulted in the contextual conclusions for new
practices devised by the pastors. See pages 90 to 96 to review the traditional
practices and rituals of the Tswana initiation ceremony.

Initiation and Discipleship: Personal Transformation through Discipline
Before sharing the data, from which we constructed a contextualized
model, I want to develop my understanding of the correspondence between
Tswana initiation and Christian discipleship. They share fundamental
features as well as some areas of content that enable Tswana initiation to be
useful as a means of Christian discipleship. They are both transformational
processes, they focus on discipline, and both need the participation of the
community for the enrichment of the individual.
A Christian disciple is one who follows Jesus. When Jesus was
walking along the Sea of Galilee he saw two brothers, Simon and Andrew,
fishing in the sea with nets. He said sincerely, "Come, follow me," and the
Bible records that "at once they left their nets and followed him" (Mark
1: 17- 18). They were called to be in relationship with Jesus and to have
fellowship with him. Jesus said that he would change Simon and Andrew
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from simple fishermen into "fishers of men." To the first disciples,
following Jesus entailed leaving their past behind and switching their
allegiance from their family and vocation to center their lives on Jesus.
They were called to deny themselves for the sake of following him. That
meant rejecting their independent source of income, and to radically break
with their customary lifestyle to commit themselves to a life practice that
emulated Christ's.
Discipleship today means the same: entering into a lifelong
relationship with Jesus, an exclusive attachment to him. When Jesus chose
the first twelve disciples, he appointed them so "that they might be with him
and that he might send them out to preach" (Mark 3:14). Relationship with
Jesus implies that his disciples are not merely to learn from him, but to

unrestrainedly share the whole of life with him. Norm Shoemaker defines
discipleship as a lifestyle that reflects a purposeful, deliberate, conscious,
willful decision to follow Jesus. He says that by getting acquainted with
Jesus as revealed in the Bible, we understand his purposes, priorities, and his
perspective on life (1978:9). Life, for Jesus, meant confronting a cross, and
he expects no less from his disciples. Jesus said, "If anyone would come
after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me" (Mark
8:34). So the end of an exclusive allegiance to Jesus Christ is a personal
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cross for each disciple. Disciples are called to embrace their cross, a symbol
of suffering, rej ection, and shame. Dietrich Bonhoeffer says, "When Christ
calls a man, he bids him come and die" (1963: 99). Bonboeffer contends
that although there are different kinds of dying, death is the essence of
discipleship because the cross leads to death. A call to follow Christ means
dying to self-will and one ' s affections, in order to share in his suffering.
Through our willingness to submit to Christ' s suffering, we gain new life
again through fellowship with him. Discipleship is, therefore, marked by a
disciple ' s endurance. Just as Christ maintained his relationship with God the
Father throughout his persecution and suffering, his disciple also withstands
temptations and burdens without breaking relationship with Christ.
Discipleship is a relational journey that supports a dual emphasis to
one ' s life: being a disciple and making disciples (Ogden 1998:15). Being a
disciple is gaining spiritual maturity by being molded into the likeness of

Christ through obedience and submission to him. Making disciples is the
commission of Christ to all his followers to invest themselves in the lives of
others in order to challenge and equip them to grow toward spiritual
maturity in Christ. Both aspects of discipleship focus on spiritual disciplines
that God uses in our lives to build up Christlikeness. Scripture teaches that
God disciplines his sons out of his love. Proverbs 3: 11-12 says, "My son, do
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not despise the Lord's discipline and do not resent his rebuke, because the
Lord disciplines those he loves, as a father the son he delights in. "
Discipline does not suggest overt punishment for wrongdoing. In his book

Celebration ofDiscipline (1988), Richard Foster uses the word discipline to
refer to the practices that bring us to a place of intimate fellowship with God.
Spiritual disciplines include Bible reading and meditation, prayer, service to
others, and worship of God. Through the exercise of spiritual disciplines we
become disciples and through teaching them to others we make disciples.
Three features of Tswana initiation are congruous with Christian
objectives of discipleship. The first two are associated with the "being"
aspect of discipleship and the third feature relates to the "making" of new
disciples. First, like discipleship, initiation is a transformational process. It
changes a boy from the state into which he is born to a mature status. The
goal of initiation is maturity of the individual and development of his
personality. By means of traditional Tswana initiation boys were recognized
as men in relation to their families, the spirit world, and the community after
passing through a training period marked by trials and discipline. 1. Tom
Brown characterized initiation as transformational by saying, "They enter as
boys; they will emerge as men, taking their places in the tribal councils over
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the heads of the older and wiser who have not been initiated. They enter
fettered; they come forth as free men" (1921 :422).
Second, devotement and discipline characterize the training process of
initiation. The attitudes of the boys going into initiation were humility with
a commitment to endure until the end. When they first entered the chief s
court at the start of the initiation ceremony the boys all bowed before their
elders, submitting themselves to their training and discipline. Also, every
day began with the same ritual as the boys bowed to their elders, stretched
out in submission with their faces on the ground. The elders, who were the
fathers and uncles of the boys undergoing initiation, guided the process by
instructing the boys in maneuvering through an adult world and by devising
the trials that proved their ability to cope with hardships. Endurance to the
completion of the training produced maturity so that the boys could be
entrusted with adult responsibilities and privileges.
Third, initiation was a community event. Making disciples or making
men is a process that one cannot undertake in solitude. Just as Jesus
invested himself intimately in the lives of twelve disciples, those disciples
poured their lives into other individuals in order to build a stronger base of
Christians. It was not the chief alone who directed the initiation rituals. He
appointed others to fulfill certain roles in the initiation schools, and
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ultimately all the men of the community were expected to take part. By
overseeing the initiation of boys into manhood the elder men passed on their
cultural values, knowledge, and experience to future generations of their
tribe. At the end of the ritual the entire community turned out for the
celebration that honored the transformation of their sons into men.
These shared features of Tswana initiation and Christian discipleship,
a transformational process, a focus on discipline, and the participation of the
community make it possible to adapt initiation to become a discipleship
ministry among the Batswana. The following section describes the
interpretation of Scripture and the revision of cultural practices that the
Tswana pastors deemed appropriate so that the initiation ritual would retain
its goal of making men with the added purpose of transforming them into
Christ's holy likeness.

Developing Men to be Socially and Spiritually Mature
Some older men among the Batswana suggested that the only solution
to the problems of the young Tswana men today is to go back to the custom
of initiation schools in which boys are severely disciplined and taught to
respect themselves and others. In fact, this was the overwhelming consensus
of the men I interviewed. However, some also understood the impossibility
of going back to a time and culture that is no longer present among the
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Batswana. The old culture is no longer there; it has been changed through
the interaction of the Batswana with other cultures (predominantly European
or Western culture). For some, the lack of cultural constraints on young
people's behavior led to hopelessness for the future of the Batswana.
Tlhobogana, who called himself the oldest man in the village, despaired,
"They [the young people] have left behind traditional culture and have set up
a new culture. This [new] culture is very morally bad ... We are Batswana.
When we did something wrong we were reprimanded by our parents. That
no longer happens. There is no way this [inappropriate behavior] can come
to an end."
The Bible, however, supports a hope for the future of Tswana young
men.
Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of
witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so
easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out
for us. Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our
faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its
shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. Consider
him who endured such opposition from sinful men, so that you will
not grow weary and lose heart. In your struggle against sin, you have
not yet resisted to the point of shedding your blood. And you have
forgotten that word of encouragement that addresses you as sons: "My
son, do not make light of the Lord's discipline, and do not lose heart
when he rebukes you, because the Lord disciplines those he loves, and
he punishes everyone he accepts as a son." Endure hardship as
discipline; God is treating you as sons. For what son is not disciplined
by his father? If you are not disciplined (and everyone undergoes
discipline), then you are illegitimate children and not true sons.
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Moreover, we have all had human fathers who disciplined us and we
respected them for it. How much more should we submit to the
Father of our spirits and live! Our fathers disciplined us for a little
while as they thought best; but God disciplines us for our good, that
me may share in his holiness. No discipline seems pleasant at the
time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of
righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it.
(Hebrews 12: 1-11)
Tswana fathers disciplined their sons for their good, as they thought best.
Furthermore, God shared their expectations that Tswana young men would
learn to live virtuously and responsibly.
These verses from Hebrews form the framework for a new initiation
school that meets the goals sought by traditional initiation rituals. The
solution is not to go back but to go forward, and the way forward to a better
manhood is through Jesus, the perfect man. Hebrews 12: 1-11 presents
several truths that we must keep in mind as we develop a new initiation
ritual:
• The struggle of Tswana young men is to overcome sin (verse 4)
and it is not primarily a struggle against other cultures.
• God loves Tswana young men and when they submit to his
discipline, it shows that they are God's sons (verses 5-6).
• The evidence that discipline is successful is endurance through
hardship (verse 7).
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• The purpose of God 's discipline is that Tswana young men will
become holy people (verse 10).
• The product of discipline is righteousness and peace in the lives of
Tswana young men (verse 11).
Following Jesus into manhood requires radical identification with him. A
life of obedience to him will produce the desired transformation into true
manhood, characterized by goodness, discipline, and love, because only
Jesus is able to instill the hearts of young men with true love and respect.
Anselme T. Sanon understands Jesus as the Master of initiation
(1991 :92ff). He says, "Salvation stands as the final state of things and
persons. To lead them to this final perfection, and bring to a good end what
is already begun, a master is needed ... who will set those who are to be
saved gradually and dynamically on this path (1991:93). He interprets the
life of Christ through an understanding of African initiation. Jesus was first
initiated into humanity in the Jewish tradition, enabling him to relate to and
eventually instruct his disciples to follow in his footsteps, that is to love,
serve, and forgive. Sanon sees Christ's life as a continual movement
towards the goal of perfection (Hebrews 2: 10), and accordingly Christ
becomes a guide to salvation. The conclusion of his initiation was his death
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and resurrection, which transformed him to a higher status of transcendent
Lord and Savior.
Jesus is qualified to be Master of initiation because he subjected
himself to the initiation experience. In the African sense of initiation Jesus
was a perfect man through the rites of birth, baptism, and death. "In the eyes
of African peoples, for whom these rites de passage are so meaningful,
Jesus fulfills everything which constitutes a complete, corporate member of
society" (Mbiti 1972:54). Therefore, Jesus is uniquely qualified by his
position as eldest brother, who freely shares with his siblings. Sanon refers
to Jesus as "sibling of a multitude," which is the foundation of his authority
(1 991 :98). Jesus received his authority from the Father, and all that he
receives from the Father he gives to his siblings. Jesus has the right to speak
and to teach, and to all who listen to him he shares the "secret of his life and
his mission (Sanon 1991 :98). Christ has undergone the pain in the manner
of initiation and has become the Master of initiation. He is the primary
teacher, guide, and support through the painful process and ultimate
transition.
In the following pages I recount the evaluation of the seven elements
(and their distinct parts) of traditional initiation schools in light of Tswana
biblical interpretation of the elements. Finally, based on these biblical
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insights the group of Tswana pastors offer new ri tuals or adapt the
traditional rituals to meet the objectives for a new initiation school?
Element One-Separation Rites
Separation rites prepare the boys to take part in the initiation
ceremomes.
Protection of the Boys. In traditional initiation boys gathered at their
ward and each swallowed tshitlho,3 a magical paste, to ensure their
protection and to help each boy do his best. There are two Tswana words

that refer to medicine: pheko and tshitlho. Phek0 4 refers to medicine that has
medically known healing qualities, and it was used to treat the boys' wounds
after circumcision. Tshitlho is medicine used to protect people from sorcery
and witchcraft. Among the Batswana every disease is attributed to the
power of ancestral spirits (Willoughby 1928: 191), and therefore tshitlho is
used as a magical protection against the supernatural forces that might harm
the boys or others in the initiation camp.
In our discussion it was immediately expressed that as Christians we
should not use traditional medicine (tshitlh 0 ) to gain strength and protection.
One pastor said that during the initiation ceremonies "all the boys drink the
medicine [tshitlho] given by the traditional doctor. This is the part that
Christians don't agree with, but if you are there you have no choice." Their
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disagreement was that only God is able to strengthen and protect us, not
magical potions that call on ancestral powers. Harry Maluleka (2002), a
South African pastor explains, "Taking the medicine [tshitlho] is born of the
fear that they will be bewitched or not come back alive. However, there is a
need for supernatural intervention. We believe one can approach God
without using tangible means [such as magical potions]. Prayer will serve
the purpose of protecting the boys."
The pastors agreed that the Bible affirms God's willingness and power
to answer our prayers in verses such as John 15:7, "If you remain in me and
my words remain in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be given you."
They concluded Christian fathers and church leaders should not hesitate to
bring the need of protection to God, because he loves the boys and wants to
see them succeed to the best of their abilities. In a new model of initiation
an all-night prayer should be held by each church to pray for the blessing
and protection of the boys in their congregation. The elders of each church
should bless their boys who will attend the initiation.
The weakness of substituting prayer for swallowing a magical paste is
that a visible, physical symbol has been replaced by a verbal symbol, which
may lessen the intensity of the symbol. I suggest that those who pray for the
boys should lay their hands on the boys to physically symbolize their
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blessing and consecration or that each boy should repeat a ritual prayer to
render a more powerful symbol of protection.
Men Accompany the Boys. Traditionally the men of each ward
accompanied the boys to the chief's court for the beginning of the initiation
rituals. The pastors agreed that fathers should be involved in the initiation
of their sons into manhood. We discussed scriptures that encourage the
participation of parents in the training and discipline of their children. One
of those scriptures was Proverbs 22:6 which says, "Train a child in the way
he should go, and when he is old he will not tum from it." The pastors
interpreted this to involve dedicating the child to the Lord, instructing him,
and motivating him so he will desire to do the will of God. Participation of
the elder men of the congregation in initiation demonstrates their
responsibility for the training of their sons: raising children to maturity is not
an overnight occurrence and it takes careful planning by the parents. It was
decided that in a Christian model of initiation the boys should gather at their
local church and the men of the church should accompany them to the
initiation camp.
Submission to Elders. When they arrive at the traditional initiation
the boys lay on the ground in submission to their elders and were beaten
with the moretla switches they have brought with them. The immediate
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reaction of one pastor was, "Their discipline [beating] was too physical."
The pastors said that the Bible gives conflicting guidance about the use of
beating. On one hand, it says, "He who spares the rod hates his son, but he
who loves him is careful to discipline him" (Proverbs 13:24). That verse
seems to condone lashing with a switch. On the other hand, it says in
Ephesians 6:4 that fathers should not exasperate their children. Beating
severely with switches could provoke the boys so they will not want to
follow their fathers ' instructions. One pastor was concerned that there is a
particular danger in using beating as a discipline. Sometimes boys may
attend whose parents are not Christians and are not associated with the
church. It would be detrimental to the program to beat boys without the
knowledge or approval of their parents. 5 They concluded that because
beating is so harsh as a physical discipline, it should not be used in Christian
initiation.
The word, discipline, has several shades of meaning. One is
punishment for wrongdoing. Another is to give instruction or training in
order to mold character. Submitting oneself to the discipline of another
teaches that there is greater authority than self and that one's will must be
limited. Ultimately, discipline will lead to self-control. The pastors agreed
that the purpose of discipline in this instance was to mold character and it is
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not intended to punish. They believed that traditional beating in Tswana
cultw'e has been more of an abusive indulgence of power rather than an
instruction for discipline. Therefore, they preferred to use disciplines such
as fasting, prayer, and Bible study (known as spiritual disciplines) to mold
the boys' characters instead of physically severe discipline. Disciplines that
focus on the spiritual life allow the individual to place himself before God to
be transformed by him. However, to indicate their respect to their elders and
submission to their wisdom the boys should kneel or bow before their elders
at the appropriate times.
Element Two-The Initiation Camp
The initiation camp is set up physically in prescribed ways, which
correspond with the values and organization of Tswana culture and society.
The Campsite. The site of the traditional initiation camp was chosen

by divination to assure that the ancestral spirits would be pleased and not
offended. It was built as shown in Figure 3 on page 92. The pastors held
that in Christian initiation the location of the campsite is also important, but
divination should not be used. God has condemned diviners as false
prophets (Ezekiel 13:20-23), and they should not be consulted. However, all
concurred that the Bible does not say anything that would dispute the
composition or configuration of the initiation camp.
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In our discussion it was suggested that the leaders of the initiation
camp should carefully choose the location of the camp so that the boys will
not be distracted. Pastor Chikova recommended, "The location must be one
that would hold the memories of the attendees. It must be far from normal
disruptions like shopping centers, busy streets, and so forth. This will allow
the boys to have some privacy and will enhance their concentration [on
learning their lessons] ." Another pastor suggested that unlike youth camps
that meet at churches or church centers, the initiation camp should use tents
in an isolated area to simulate the traditional camp, which did not tolerate
interruptions of any kind. Others proposed renting an established retreat
center where boys and elders would sleep in beds in cabins. We did not
reach a consensus on the location of the camp, but I would suggest that
setting up tents or even constructing small huts as in traditional initiation
would help provide a setting for community building among the boys. They
would build relational bonds through undertaking a common task that meets
the needs of the whole group.
Lining Boys Up by Rank. During the first day of the traditional
initiation, the boys were arranged according to their birth rank within the
tribe. The pastors understood that ranking was necessary in traditional
Tswana culture in order to guarantee the rights and duties that define each
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one's status in the tribe. However, the entire group insisted that the Bible
does not support a hierarchy of first to last or highest to lowest. The ranking
of boys was an opportunity for them to indulge in pride of position and
privilege. "Ranking" said one pastor, "asks ' Who is senior here?' It
indicates who I can send to fetch water for me. If you are younger than me I
will eat your lunch today." Ranking allows the higher or older ones to abuse
the lower or younger ones with impunity. The younger must always serve
the elder by doing their errands or by giving up their own belongings even if
it leaves the younger ones with nothing.
This discussion developed the idea that God's kingdom is structured
on principles of servanthood, and a person who aspires to be great must
learn how to serve others. The Bible says, "If anyone wants to be first, he
must be the very last, and the servant of all" (Mark 9:35). The pastors
decided that in Christian initiation boys should be divided randomly to form
small groups. They will live, sleep, work, and compete for their groups or
teams, and the activities and curriculum should be developed to nurture
biblical principles of servanthood.
Treatment of Fireplaces. The whole traditional camp, and especially

each fireplace, was treated with traditional medicines to protect all the
people from harm. As mentioned previously in the discussion concerning
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the use of traditional medicine, all the pastors felt that we need to trust God
to take care of everyone. Pastor Chikova affirmed his belief in the security
of God's care, "God takes care of us. We put everything in God's hands on
arrival, and ask him to protect the whole camp." Prayer was emphatically
chosen to replace the use of traditional medicines for protection. There
should be a special prayer or ritual of dedication of the initiation camp and
people when they first arrive, and prayer must be an integral part of the daily
camp schedule.
Element Three-Circumcision
Circumcision was performed on the second day of the traditional

initiation camp, and was regarded as the proof that a man was truly a man.
With the cessation of traditional initiation all men are not circumcised, and it
is not viewed as a proof of manhood. Yet, it is still regarded as good
because it helps a person to avoid certain diseases. The pastors considered
that because the Bible supports circumcision within the Jewish culture as a
mark of identification with God's covenant with Abraham (see Genesis
17 :9-14), there should be nothing wrong with the act of circumcision. It is
significant that Jesus was circumcised according to his culture's practice,
because according to,African understanding only the initiated are able to
initiate others. If circumcision is performed it should be presented as a ritual
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that directs boys to follow the example of Jesus. This could be done by a
series oflessons as a prerequisite to the initiation ceremony that exalt Jesus
as the one who will guide them into spiritual maturity (see Deuteronomy
30:6, circumcision of the heart).
However, there are problems with circumcision in traditional
initiation, said Pastor Marakalala, "They were doing it in the wilderness with
weak [ineffective] treatment. If there was excessive bleeding, in the
wilderness they had no way to stop the bleeding. In the hospital doctors are
trained well; they help [the boys '1 bodies to resist diseases."
The health risk in circumcision was the main reason why the pastors
objected to it at the initiation camps. The hazard of AIDS was especially
impelling to seek circumcision at medical facilities in order to take every
precaution to avoid possible infection. To prevent the physical problems
associated with circumcision in traditional initiation in the wilderness, it was
concluded that boys should be circumcised several weeks or months before
the initiation camp at a medical facility. In that way the healing of their
wounds would not interfere with the activities and lessons of the camp.
If circumcision is no longer a ritual in Christian initiation another
ritual should be used to mark the death of childhood and the beginning of
manhood. I suggested that an appropriate substitute for circumcision is a
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mock crucifixion and resurrection. (See Table 6 on page 279) It
symbolizes a boy's commitment to leave his old life behind to become a lifelong follower of Jesus, and demonstrates his willingness to associate himself
with the suffering of Christ. Both circumcision and crucifixion were painful,
bloody ordeals that were transformational events. I suggested this ritual
based on one that Donald Joy has used in his wilderness camping
experiences (Joy 2000: 104-1 07). I felt that it was appropriate to suggest this
ritual because of its effectiveness as a rite of passage in Joy's work with
American young people. The Tswana pastors having no experience in
devising new rituals were willing to examine this crucifixion ritual as a
substitute for circumcision. It was suggested that it should be a graduation
ritual that marks the emergence of the boys back into their communities as
new beings. After the new ritual is performed its relevancy and
effectiveness should be evaluated.
Element Four--Camp Organization
The initiation camp is organized to identify the camp leaders and
teachers who guide the initiates through the activities and rituals. An
essential requirement for all camp leaders is that they are themselves
followers of Christ and that their allegiance to him bears witness that he is
the Master, the ultimate initiator and guide through initiation.
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Shepherds. In traditional initiation members of the previous initiation
camp were referred to as "shepherds" because they guided the boys in their

daily activities. They cared for the boys of their ward by providing food and
by helping the boys learn and recite their lessons. Our discussion disclosed
that Biblical interpretation has no conflict with this practice, and the
shepherds could serve in a mentoring role to pass on what they have learned.
The pastors agreed, however, that care should be taken in allowing
shepherds from previous initiations to take part. They decided that rather
than inviting all to come, it would be better to let pastors choose those from
the local churches who exhibit an authentic and ongoing relationship with
Christ to act as shepherds.
Ward Leader or Teacher. The headman of each ward chooses an
adult leader or teacher who instructs the boys of his ward. He is chosen

because of his moral character and his recognized knowledge of tribal law.
The pastors felt that the criteria used to choose leaders and teachers for
initiation were similar to those we would consider when selecting church
leaders. One remarked, "I didn't see any difference. They [leaders and
teachers] had proven themselves back home. They were able to demonstrate
their ability." He made the point that leaders were chosen with care
according to their character and experience. 1 Timothy 3 :2-4 was offered as
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a guideline for choosing leaders and teachers for initiation. It exhorts that a
leader must be above criticism. He should "be the husband of one wife ,
temperate, self-controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach, not given to
drunkenness, not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, not a lover of money."
Furthermore, the verses say his ability to lead others may be judged by his
ability to manage his family. His children will be respectful of his authority.
The pastors judged that these qualifications are not dissimilar to those
required by their culture in choosing its leaders. One said, "By discussions,
resolving [disputes], or through competition they proved they were capable."
The headmen identified those men in their wards who had proven
themselves at home to become the teachers of the young men of their wards.
The observation was made that tribe and church structures were
similarly organized in the relationship of chief, headman, and ward. The
pastors remarked that just as a chief is supported by the headmen, a district
superintendent has the pastors of local churches as his advisors. And just as
a headman is the leader of a ward, the pastor is the leader of a local church.
We recognize the local church as the ward, and the pastor as the headman.
The pastors determined that choosing teachers for initiation should be left up
to the pastor of each local church. He will decide who has proven himself
capable in the local church or at district functions. He will choose one he
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believes is burdened for the young men and is capable of teaching them.
They added that anyone chosen to be a teacher should be oriented to the
objectives and curriculum of the camp prior to the initiation period in order
to understand them and to work in agreement with them. Just as the ward
leader taught the boys of his ward, the leader of each local church will serve
as the leader/teacher of one small group.
Camp Principal. The leader of the chief's ward was chosen by the
chief and was named the camp's principal. As with the ward
leaders/teachers, the camp principal was also chosen because of his
upstanding character and knowledge. He is the primary instructor and he
decides what activities the boys should do each day. (See the discussion
directly above concerning the Tswana biblical understanding of the
appointment of leaders and teachers.) Using the church's district structure in
place of the tribal structure, the pastors said they would recognize the district
superintendent as the chief. He will call for the initiation to take place and
will help to arrange for the principal teacher. In choosing a teacher, they
advised, we must remember that the aim of the initiation camp is to prepare
the young people to become Tswana Christian adults. The principal teacher
must display an exemplary lifestyle of truthfulness and integrity, because he
and the other leaders will be role models for the young men.
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Element Five- Daily Routine
There is little variation in the daily routine of the initiation camp.
They emphasize learning the lessons and taking part in the activities that
prepare the boys for adulthood. Throughout the daily routine there should
be a focus on Jesus as an older brother who has gone before and shares the
secrets of a mature life. Jesus, the older brother, addresses the African
perception that God is far off and unattainable. Jesus became fully human
and brought God close through his own initiation. He now relates to the
Batswana and instructs them in their journey towards maturity.
Teaching Lessons. At traditional initiation the camp principal teaches

lessons each morning and evening. The leader of each ward reviews the
lessons with the boys, and the shepherds help them to recite the lessons.
Failure to learn lessons well resulted in a beating, because the lessons were
considered essential for the maturity of the boys into men. As a
methodology, teaching lessons with time of review and recitation is good. A
strength of the traditional initiation methodology is its variety of experiences
in large groups and small groups. Both types of experiences are beneficial.
The Holy Spirit builds community among believers through small group
interaction to help transform lives and promote discipleship, and blesses the
praise and worship of large groups to encourage solidarity of believers.
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The pastors made several suggestions to make the initiation
experience more powerful: (1) Large group assemblies should be innovative
worship experiences. One said, "They should vary from the normal church
services, and should comply with the atmosphere of the camp." This means
they need to be active and energetic, in other words "youthful." (2) Another
suggestion was that the teachers should make high quality presentations
using "a workshop or seminar format." (3) A third suggestion was that
coordination and training of leaders and teachers will be essential to keep
everyone on track with the overall program and goals of initiation. (4)
Using small groups that are "age sensitive" will enable discussions that
address the specific needs of the youth. This means that it may be
advantageous to separate small groups according to age, especially if those
who attend span a wide range of ages. The approach to certain topics should
be appropriate to the ages of the initiates. And I have added a fifth
suggestion. (5) Development of the initiation curriculum will be crucial to
meeting the objectives of discipleship. It will require much advance
planning and leadership preparation to be effective. The lessons need to be
designed to be encounters with Christ that apply to the roles of a man in
relation to his peers, to his family, and to the spiritual world.
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Vigorous Activities in the Bush. In the middle of the day the boys

undertook various vigorous activities in the bush under the supervision of
the shepherds. They practiced the camp songs and recited the lessons they
had heard in the morning as they went about the activities. The pastors did
not see any conflict between doing lively activities and biblical teaching.
They promote learning and are beneficial to the boys because they teach
endurance. Activities that push a person to the limits of endurance is a
practical lesson in learning to be faithful to one's pursuit without slackening
or quitting. It was advised, however, that hunting rabbits and other small
animals may depend on the location of the camp and whether permission can
be obtained for hunting the animals. These activities will help establish and
cement relationships within the age set of young men through cooperative
efforts to attain success in the activities.
One concern was that in a Christian initiation all the boys should have
an equal chance of participation. One pastor proposed that "a roll of boys
should be drawn up according to their small group that details their daily
activities and duties. The tasks could include cleaning of the sleeping
quarters, washing dishes, and preparation of the [assembly sites] , and so
forth as determined by the leaders." It was also recommended that some of
the afternoon time should be given for other types of activities, such as Bible
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quiz, drama and music presentations, athletic competition, and recitation of
memory verses in order to stimulate participation and involvement by all
attendees. The pastors reasoned that repetition (review and recitation) of the
teachings through a variety of means throughout the day would "allow the
lessons learned to sink in[ to] their minds."
Evening Activities. After the evening lesson and meal, the boys
gathered around the fireplace of their ward and sang, and danced, and
celebrated. Gathering around the fireplace in the evening suggests the
intimacy of a family. Pastor Chikova explained that culturally the campfire
is a place where people gather as equals and freely enter into discussions.
Elders may be present, but they do not exercise their authority as they do
during the day. He said, "This allows every member of the group to freely
participate in the discussion without the fear of a reprimand." As I listened
to his explanation of the Tswana family campfire experience, I thought of
how it enhances discipleship objectives by allowing all (whether around a
family campfire or an initiation campfire) that are followers of Christ to
share on equal footing with all others. The teacher becomes a learner as
well, and those in the learner position sometimes act as teachers. I thought
also how the campfire setting is reminiscent of the times Jesus spent in
isolated places with his disciples to share his life intimately with them.
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Review of lessons, sharing of life experiences, and "question and answer"
activities can make the campfi re time an effective means of mentoring by
the group leaders or shepherds.
My recommendation to the group was that meeting around the
fireplaces should intentionally complement the topics that were discussed
throughout the day and not be a time to introduce new topics. It may be a
time to elicit feedback from the boys, to discuss any lingering questions, or
to lead them to deeper commitments to attain Godly lives. The group
leaders should come prepared to the campfire time with the topics and
narratives from their personal experiences. Using personal experiences will
stimulate the discussion and help others to be open to share their experiences
and understanding of the issues.
Element Six-Instruction and Discipline
Boys were expected to learn lessons well enough to recite them, and a
failure to do so resulted in punishment by camp leaders.
Teaching with Songs and Proverbs. The boys were taught tribal laws
and rules of conduct in the form of songs and proverbs. The pastors
acknowledged that the Bible also uses songs and proverbs to teach its truths,
and approved of the method of teaching with songs and proverbs for new
initiation rites. However, they did not embrace the content of the traditional
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songs and proverbs. One pastor explained that in the old days "they
prepared the young men for tribal wars. To be aggressive, ready to fight and
protect their properties and families ." He said that even though the Bible
talks about some of the same laws, he felt that some of the traditional songs
and proverbs would be inappropriate for Christian teaching. Instead, the
pastors emphasized that learning Scripture should be a major focus of the
lessons, and that "the Bible [should] be the main book of reference for any
lesson or discussion." They decided that memorizing and recitation of the
Scripture lessons should replace the content of the tribal songs and war
songs of the traditional initiation camps.
It seems that by abandoning the traditional songs and proverbs the

Tswana pastors are abandoning a powerful source of wisdom that is not in
conflict with biblical principles. As I gathered data through interviews and
discussions I encountered two difficulties with using traditional Tswana
songs and proverbs. First, the Setswana language is very different than the
language spoken 100 to 150 years ago, rendering many old songs
incomprehensible. W. C. Willoughby (1901) and Isaac Schapera (1978)
each recorded a number of songs that informants said were used in initiation
rituals. I took copies of these with me to Botswana, and read several of the
songs to the old men who remembered the days of initiation. However,
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changes in the language made it difficult for people to understand the
meanings of the songs. There were words that they simply did not
understand and words whose contemporary meanings rendered the song
vague or meaningless.
Secondly, among the Batswana of Botswana there is little recollection
of the songs and proverbs used in initiation because the rites have been
abandoned for a long time. Although I must say that it is sometimes difficult
to know whether a man cannot remember the specifics of his initiation or if
he is simply maintaining the secrecy each one is admonished to keep from
an uninitiated outsider like me.
Tswana songs and proverbs could provide relevant cultural wisdom. I
recommend that the pastors should endeavor to compile the cultural wisdom
contained in initiation songs and proverbs that is still within common
knowledge. Written sources appear to be unreliable because they are too
scant, and they represent Tswana language of more than a hundred years ago
from which the meaning of the symbolism has been lost. A reliable source
of songs currently used in Tswana initiation would be located in individuals
6

who have attended the Tswana initiation in South Africa near Vryburg. If
enough Tswana informants with knowledge of initiation songs cannot be
found, then men of other tribes (especially the related Pedi and Sotho) may
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be able to provide information of similar wisdom that could be borrowed for
Tswana initiation. An advisory committee of pastors and previously
initiated men should be chosen to assess the appropriateness of the songs
and proverbs according to their cultural and Christian understanding. That
would enable them to make an informed determination of the suitability of
using traditional Tswana songs and proverbs in a new initiation ceremony.
Rather than throwing them out altogether, some of the wording could be
changed to reflect Christian values and to eliminate crude, abusive, or
otherwise unfit language.
Morals and Rules of Conduct. The principal of the camp taught his

lessons around the central tree. The lessons included respect for others,
respect of property, family loyalty, marriage laws, rules of sexual behavior,
making wise decisions, and special camp rules. The pastors concluded that
many of the lessons taught in the Bible are very similar to those of Tswana
culture. (See Table 1 on pages 107-110 for a comparison of cultural and
biblical values relating to manhood). They recommended that all the leaders
and teachers involved in initiation should be people who are very familiar
with the Bible's teaching and its life applications. Pastor Chikova suggested
Bible teaching is further reconfirmed through the lives of those who teach it.
I

He says, "Mature Christians who teach from real life experiences encourage
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the youth to succeed and to overcome their failures and disappointments." I
would add to the pastors' summary of moral teaching that the Bible can not
only teach one how to live, but is can also point out instances where biblical
truth judges Tswana culture. For example, the Bible consistently teaches
men to love and honor their wives, but Tswana cultural structures sanction
male dominance of women. In this case the Bible not only teaches husbands
how to act towards their wives, it admonishes the culture to reevaluate its
institutions to more completely reflect God's intent for the male/female
relationship. This approach to teaching would help the boys avoid behavior
that is culturally acceptable but is not biblically sound.
Camp Discipline. Beating was the only discipline allowed in the
camp. Boys were routinely beaten every morning and evening, and for

transgressions of any camp rules or the inability to recite the lessons well.
As discussed earlier the pastors felt that the Bible gives conflicting advice
about beating, but it is much clearer about training and disciplining them.
Many scriptures were offered to explain parental discipline. Fathers should
instruct their sons (Proverbs 1:8), guide, warn, and comfort them
(1 Thessalonians 2: 11-12), and lead them to follow God (Joshua 24: 15).
Discipline is necessary to produce understanding (Proverbs 10: 13), to drive
out foolishness (Proverbs 22: 15), to deliver them from hell (Proverbs 23: 13-
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14), to produce obedience (Proverbs 19: 18), and to develop a reverence to
God within them (Hebrews 12 :8-10). All discipline must be administered
without anger (Ephesians 6:4) and must be motivated by love (Hebrews
12:5-7). Summing up the discussion, the pastors felt that discipline is
training that lovingly teaches the boys to develop physically, socially,
mentally, and spiritually. Only when necessary, punishment should be used
to correct misbehavior.
The pastors seemed to have little understanding of the purpose of the
ritual beating in traditional initiation. "Beating in traditional initiation was
not done because you did something wrong. You were hit just because you
were supposed to be hit." "Sometimes the idea was revenge. I was hit
during my initiation and now I am going to hit you." The pastors judged
that the old custom of beating the boys did not meet their criteria of
discipline that lovingly establishes maturity in a boy. Instead, it became a
form of ritual that was excessive and with no clear sense of when it was
appropriate. Therefore, they chose to limit to what is done and not done as
punishment.
One pastor stated that when he organized youth camps he made the
camp rules totally clear before leaving for the camp. All the young people
understood fully that the rules would be upheld at the camp, and that there

267
would be consequences for breaking the rules. Punishment should be done
in love to bring remorse to the person being punished, and to correct
misappropriate behavior during the initiation camp. The pastors
acknowledged that sometimes inflicting pain brings remorse, but it is better
if we discipline in ways that limit abuse and that direct the boys toward a
holy life. Those guilty of breaking rules would be punished by cleaning
dishes, preparing the meals, cleaning the grounds, or doing some other
constructive manual labor.
Element Seven-Reintegration Rites
Reintegration rites bring the boys back into society in their new adult
status. These rituals involve the entire community.
A New Appearance. The boys applied a mixture of fat and clay to
their bodies to appear very healthy. Their families gave them new clothes

for graduation day. Anointing oneself with the mixture of fat and clay, and
wearing new clothes was to show that here stands a new man. The pastors
endorsed the idea of demonstrating that the boys have become new men.
One quoted 2 Corinthians 5: 17, which says, "Therefore, if anyone is in
Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!" They felt
that it would be fitting to celebrate the final graduation by wearing new
clothes.
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Praise Poems. Each boy composed his own praise p oem that testified

about his p erseverance and courage during the hardships he endured. He
must be able to recite his praise poem at the end of the initiation period. The
pastors cautioned that praise should focus on what God has done rather than
on what the individual boy was able to accomplish. Philippians 4: 13 , which
says, "I can do everything through him who gives me strength," suggests
that an individual ' s feats are attributable to God rather than to the individual.
It was agreed that a praise poem should be a testimony of God's faithfulness
to each participant in the initiation. In Christian initiation each boy will
compose a poem that testifies to the grace of God in his life and the new
experiences of faith in his life. One pastor indicated that the praise poem
will also serve as an assessment of the success of the initiation camp,
"Through these testimonies we can ascertain whether we have really reached
the objectives of transformation of the individual."
Spiritual Protection of New Men. Before they left the camp the

traditional doctor7 gave each boy medicine to protect them in their new
manhood. As discussed earlier, all of the pastors agreed that prayer should
replace traditional medicine to provide protection for the boys. The Tswana
pastors believe that all medicines of the traditional doctor involve the power
of demonism, and to be associated with any of their practices is wrong.
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Pastor Maluleka stated that he believes it is a form of ancestral worship that
attributes its power to demons rather than to God . He says that we can go
directly to God through Jesus if we need supernatural intervention for
protection. John Pobee, an African theologian, says that the difference
between the traditional doctors and Jesus is the "unprecedented scale on
which he [Jesus] was ensouled with God," (1979:92). We should trust God
without using any of these other means to experience Christ's power. It was
concluded that there should be a prayer of dedication and blessing that each
boy will attain the fullness of God's intention for his life.
A Proclamation of Manhood. Before they left the camp the chief told
the boys that they are now men. Then several elders addressed them to
encourage them to be diligent in their new position, the camp was burned,
and they left it behind. All the pastors felt this affirmation is necessary to
convince the boys that they are truly regarded as men. One mentioned that
the chief s pronouncement "You are now a man" suggests Paul's declaration
to those who are in Christ, "You are a new creation." Throughout the
initiation the boys have been confronted with their need to identify with
Christ's suffering and his dependence on the Father for strength. In their
new state of manhood, they also need to be reminded that since they are now
men they must "put childish ways behind them" (1 Corinthians 13: 11).
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Christ has led them through a spiritual transformation by setting them on a
path of salvation.
Pastor Chikova recommended that the district superintendent, who
assumes the role of the chief, should make the final pronouncement to the
initiates, "You are now a new man in Christ. You are a new creation. The
old things of childhood and sin are behind you. Just like Paul said, 'I used to
think like a child, but now I do manly things in my actions, words, and
thoughts. '" However, it should also be affirmed that Jesus, the Master of
initiation, proclaims the initiates to be new creations through their
identification with him. Other teachers and leaders will give final words of
encouragement.
Community Celebration. The women, girls, and younger boys joined

the men at the chief's court to celebrate their graduation where the chief
announced the name of the new regiment to the assembly. It was agreed that
the whole community could be included in the celebration, because it
declares to the whole assembly that the participants have attained a new
status. Pastor Chikova asserted that giving a regimental name is good
because it helps the young men to retain their identity and provides a group
for them to associate within a life-long bond. "This would be an excellent
way of connecting the graduates," he stated. However, he gave one caution,
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"It is human natw'e to classify oneself, but this may result in some looking

down on others of another class." There have been instances among the
Batswana that those who graduated under the leadership of one chief
perceived their regiment as higher than those who graduated under another
leader. In the Corinthian church there was contention because some said, "I
am of Paul, and I of Apollos, and I of Cephas, and I of Christ" (1
Corinthians 1: 12). Chikova fears that if there was contention among
regiments from Christian initiations it could do great damage to the church
and to the body of Christians.
Chikova concludes that despite the possible risk of contention, "It
would be very great to have a regimental name." As I have reflected on this
discussion, I would add that the benefit of establishing a regiment is that it
keeps its members in relationship and allows them to continue to share their
lives with each other in the love and trust that they established during the
initiation camp. The young men must demonstrate their maturity and not let
a regimental name be a cause for thinking of themselves more highly tha~
they ought. Knowing there is a history of contention among traditional
regiments, church leaders would need to be vigilant to watch for this within
the church. The conclusion of our discussion was that the benefits of
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naming the regiment are great enou gh that it should be part of the graduation
ceremony, but we should be aware of its potential problems too .
Celebration at Local Wards. The celebration continues as the people

return to their wards with the new men. Each one must recite his praise
poem at his ward celebration. It was judged that the Bible supports that a
person should be able to testify to one ' s faith. One verse is 1 Peter 3: 15.
"Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the
reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect. "
Reciting the praise poem is the young man's testimony of God 's grace in his
life and his experience of God ' s discipline. The pastors concluded that when
the boys return to their local churches, they should recite their praise poems
to testify to their local families and congregations. Further celebration at the
local churches is appropriate.

A Christian Adaptation of Traditional Tswana Initiation
With the discussion of the preceding section as a foundation, a new
model of initiation can be created that will address both cultural and spiritual
objectives for a rite of passage.
Goals
1. Preserve the moral and ethical practices and objectives found in the
traditional initiation ceremony of Tswana boys.
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2. Oversee the introduction of boys into manhood through
appropriate teaching, trials, and rituals.
3. Help boys gain an identity of themselves in relation to their
families, society, and God.
4. Develop maturity (physical, social, mental, and spiritual) in boys to
enable them to take full adult responsibility.
5. Facilitate boys to commit their lives, abilities, and energies to the
grace and care of Christ.
Setting
The church camp and camp meeting have been the primary models of
Christian camp to which Tswana Christians have been exposed. Because of
this experience, the setting and daily schedule of the initiation camp appear
to resemble a summer youth camp in the United States. The similarities are
not surprising because of the structural commonalities. Both are structured
as a rite of passage and provide a liminal experience through which
transformation of the individual takes place. Within the period of liminality
there are activities that stimulate personal development and spiritual growth.
These similarities should not depreciate the value of the new initiation
ceremony, because the camping experience in the United States has been an
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effective tool for bringing people to faith in Christ and for nurturing and
deepening their discipleship.
The initiation camp presented below follows the arrangement of the
traditional Tswana ceremony closely in relation to when it takes place,
where it is done, and who takes part in it. However, pastors may need to
look to the South African experience of initiation camps for a model of
camping that would provide a more culturally fitting daily routine.
Time-The initiation camp will take place every two or three years.
It will be for a period of two weeks (Sunday to Saturday) set during the
winter, and will coincide with the school holidays in June or July. With the
advice of the local pastor, the date will be set by the district superintendent
(who assumes the role of the chief) several months in advance to allow for
preparation.
Place-It is not necessary to have a permanent site for the initiation
camp. Permission can be obtained from a farmer in a remote location or
open tribal land can be used, and obtain an adequate number of tents (each
should hold eight to ten people) to accommodate the boys and leaders. The
headman of the area must be informed about the camp in advance.
Attendees-Any boys aged 12 to 18 who wish to attend may do so.
They are not limited by church membership or prior spiritual commitment or
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understanding. The only prerequisite is that each one must have been
circumcised at a medical facilit y at least three months prior to the initiation
camp. Each attendee should be given a list of things to bring, e. g. clothes,
Bible, blankets, and other items.
Preparation
Recognizing Christ as the Master of the initiation, choose the
principal teacher six to twelve months in advance. He must have a mature
Christian faith, and understand the camp objectives well. He should have a
burden for the youth and be able to relate freely with them. He must also be
willing to share openly and honestly from his own life experiences, and to
interact dynamically to facilitate learning.
Three to six months before the initiation camp, the pastor of each
church should choose a man to be the leader/teacher from the local
congregation. Those who will act as shepherds should also be selected from
each local church, one shepherd for every six to eight boys that attend. The
pastor should look for people who have similar qualifications as listed
above. The local church teacher and shepherds should be available for
training sessions before going to the camp. There should be a ceremony of
initiation for all the leaders and mentors so that all of them, like Christ, can
initiate others because they have undergone initiation.
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The site should be located at least three months prior to the start of the
initiation camp, and all necessary arrangements made for accommodations,
food preparation, and travel to and from the camp site. To simplify the
arrival of the boys it may be necessary to set up the site in advance. There
should be an entrance for the adults and a separate entrance for the boys. An
area for teaching should be easily accessible with a large central tree for
shade and comfort during the day. The tents should surround the central
tree, and each tent should have its own fireplace. The tents for the adult
teachers will be separate from those of the boys. There should be an extra
tent available to accommodate any fathers who may want to visit the camp
during the two-week period.

In the last three months, the pastors should obtain the names of the
boys who will attend and verify that they have been circumcised. The local
pastor should plan an all-night prayer just before the boys leave for the
camp. All the boys and men who will take part in the initiation ceremonies
should be included. The focus of the prayer is to bless the boys that God
will protect them from harm, and that God will give them success in their
journey into manhood.
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Daily Routine and Schedule
The following paragraphs describe the separation rites on the first day,
the normal daily routine, and the reintegration rites on Friday and Saturday
of the last week.
First Day. Arrive in the afternoon. Boys assemble at their local
church and depart for the initiation camp together with their local teacher
and shepherds. At the camp the boys will be divided into groups and each
group assigned to a teacher and shepherd(s). In the evening the district
superintendent will call the boys to assemble under the central tree. He will
explain the camp rules and activities, introduce the principal teacher and
local teachers, and lead a worship service. The service will end in a ritual of
dedication of initiates. 8

Table 4
Ritual of Dedication of Initiates

Boys form a circle around the elders (teachers, pastors, and any fathers
present) and kneel before them. The shepherds form an outer circle,
standing around the boys.
Boys in unison: When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a
child, I reasoned like a child. Now that I am maturing into a man, I am
putting childish ways behind me (from 1 Corinthians 13: 11).
Leaders/TeacherslFathers: We agree. We think of you as boys and not men,
but today we celebrate your growth and maturity. We commit you to the
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Lord and to your decision to follow him. We realize that you have changed.
You have matured. You will never be children again. You are becoming
men, and that makes us very happy.
Shepherds to the boys: Your fathers agree that you are becoming men. With
God's help they will guide you to become responsible adults. Will you
submit to their teaching and learn from their wisdom?
Boys: We will.
Shepherds to the leaders/teachers/fathers: Your sons are willing to make
good choices and responsible decisions. They are ready to enter the
community of adults. Will you place them in the care of the Lord Jesus
Christ as they do this? Will you bless them.
Leaders/teachers/fathers: Yes, we bless them.
District Superintendent: In the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and on behalf
of this initiation camp, I bless each of these boys. Today they are still
between being boys and men, between heaven and hell. As we look at them
and see the wisdom on their faces, we call them blessed. We stand among
these boys as people who have given our lives to God, and we ask that we
would travel together with them faithfully. We welcome them as partners
with us on the journey, knowing that God will be faithful to them too.

The local teachers, pastors, and shepherds pray a blessing on each boy by
name by laying their hands on their heads and shoulders to close the ritual.

Daily Schedule. The same daily routine will essentially be carried out
for the two-week period. Table 5 describes the daily schedule of activities.
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Table 5
Daily Schedule of Initiation Camp
6:00 am
6:15 am

Wake up
Morning preparations-exercises (running), collection of water,
and preparing food
8:00 am
Breakfast
10:00 am Meet at central tree-lesson by principal teacher
12:00 pm Activities in the bush-under guidance of shepherds
2:00 pm
Vigorous ordeals and group activities-includes sports
competitions and hunting
5:00 pm
Dinner
6:00 pm
Meet at central tree for evening lesson and worship-boys are
challenged to respond to God ' s call to identify with Christ.
9:00 pm
Campfire activities-singing, dancing, recitations, and praying
together

Friday of the Last Week. This will be the last night at the campsite.
After the evening worship service there will be a ritual of commitment9 in
which the boys act out their promise to surrender themselves to following
Christ.
Table 6
Ritual of Commitment

The boys all gather around the central tree.
Principal teacher: This initiation camp has been your step into manhood.
May you see responsibility as a pleasure more than a duty, life as a gift from
God, and your manhood as holy to God. We empower you to grasp your
future. Will you give all that you are to Jesus?
Boys together: I will, with God's help.
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Principal teacher: Are you ready to leave your childhood ways behind and to
move into manhood? Are you willing to take on the privileges and rights of
the adult world as well as its duties and responsibilities? Answer me: Are
you?
Boys: I am.
In groups a/five or six the boys are blindfolded and escorted by their
shepherd to a nearby place that has been prepared with a sturdy cross that
has a platform built on it about half a meter off the ground.
Principal teacher (or other teacher or pastor): Just as Jesus died on the cross
so we could put our sins behind us, Take your place on this cross where we
have more to say to you. Your "crucifixion" will help you to remember this
night when you put away your childhood.
One by one the boys stand on the platform and their arms are tied to the
cross.

Teachers/leaders/fathers: We dedicate you, [Name] to God the Father who
created you, to Jesus who died to forgive your sins, and to the Holy Spirit
who can make you fully holy and fully human.
Principal teacher: Will you trust in God?
Boy: I will.
Principal teacher: Will you always acknowledge God, asking Jesus to make
your paths straight? (from Proverbs 3:5-6)
Boy: I will
The shepherds assist the boy down and he lies down with the other boys of
his group, each having his face covered with a towel. This symbolizes the
death of childhood and the coming resurrection of the new adult.

Principal teacher: 2 Timothy 2:11-13 says, "If we died with Jesus, we will
also live with him. If we endure, we will also reign with him. If we disown
him, he will also disown us', If we are faithless, he will remain faithful,
because he cannot break his own promise." You alone will choose the paths
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you take in life. Now that you are a man, put away childi sh ways of talking,
thinking, and acting.
The towels are removed from the boys' eyes and they stand.
Principal teacher: 1 Timothy 4: 12 says, "Don't let anyone look down on you
because you are young, but set an example for everyone by your speech, by
your life, by your love, by your faith, and your purity of life."
There are shouts of celebration to greet the initiates into their new
manhood.

The next morning all normal activities are suspended to prepare for returning
home for the graduation celebration.
Graduation. Saturday of the last week is graduation day. The camp
will be broken down and all the boys will put on their new clothes. All the
parents of the boys, families, and church friends will meet for the graduation
service and celebration at the district center. With the boys seated in front of
the congregation the district superintendent will declare, "Each of you is
now a new man in Christ. You are a new creation. The old things of
childhood and sin are behind you. You no longer talk, think, and act like
children." Other teachers and leaders will give final words of
encouragement
The district superintendent asks the church pastors and leaders, "Who
are these boys. Why are they sitting here?"1O One pastor speaking for all the
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pastors and leaders responds, "You are mistaken. They are not boys. Last
week when we departed, they were boys, but today I present them to you as
men who deserve all the freedom and responsibilities of men ." The district
superintendent asks the initiates, "What do you say? Are you boys or men?"
One speaks for them all, "When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought
like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put childish
ways behind me" (from 1 Corinthians 13:11). Finally, the district
superintendent asks the congregation, "What do you say? Are these boys or
are they men?" One adult speaks for the congregation, "We see no children
before us. A few days ago, we were not sure, but today we know that they
are adults like us. They are truly adults, and we like what we see in them."
The district superintendent gives the regimental name to the young men and
explains its significance to the congregation. All are invited to join the
celebration feast.
The boys will return to their homes with their families. In the church
services on Sunday, each young man will be introduced to the congregation
and he will recite his praise poem as a testimony of God' s grace in his life.

A Critique of the New Model of Initiation
When traditional initiation passed away a cultural void was created
because no other commonly accepted means were available for boys to be
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socialized as adult men. The new Christian initiation ceremony is a genuine
answer to the problem because it achieves the desired cultural change. The
new model of initiation satisfies Alan Tippett's criteria as a functional
substitute for traditional initiation (1967 :270). First, it retains the relevance
of religion in daily life through new rituals of prayer that aclmowledge God
as their protector and as the supplier of people's needs. Second, it satisfies
the felt need of the culture through its rituals and announcements that
proclaim that the boys are now men and worthy to take their places among
adults. However, the initiates are moved to a higher level of faith through
the affirmations of their determination to become followers of Christ who
leads them to true manhood and humanity. The new ritual not only
identifies the young men with a life-long group of peers it engages them in a
community that upholds love, fellowship, and mutual accountability.
The new ritual is a starting place or a launching pad for discipleship.
As with any new project evaluation, correction or revision, and an
assessment of results will need to be done. Those who were involved in
discussions for the formation of this new initiation model were essentially
rookies at doing contextual theology. They were very ordinary Tswana
Christians with very little experience at developing new rituals. We should
not think of the model as an "end product," but as a prototype in an ongoing
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process of development. For example, several new rituals were patterned
after rituals that have been used in rites of passage in North America. They
were suggested because of the inexperience of the Batswana with discussing
rites of passage and ritual process. Their introduction to a Tswana cultural
ceremony will need further assessment and adaptation as needed after the
ritual has been experienced.
My initial evaluation of the new Christian initiation reflects on the
following three question: (1) Is this model of initiation compatible with
God's intention for manhood? (2) Does it enable one to be both fully
Christian and fully Tswana? (3) Is this rite equal in intensity and liminality
to the traditional Tswana rite?
Compatibility with God's Intent for Manhood
If there is a universal longing of manhood, it is the same as the
longing of all humanity: to feel safe, to be nourished by love, to feel worthy
as a person, and to experience intimacy. God fulfills our needs as a loving
parent. He loves each person as a special and interesting individual. His
unconditional love contributes to the good of each one's life and never
damages or destroys. He allows people to choose their own paths without
pushing them to conform to his desire. God's emotions are not fake; he
hurts with those who hurt and he rejoices with those who rejoice. God's
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intention for men is that they should be in relationship with him and this
model of initiation champions a man's relationship to God as the highest
priority of life.
Initiation introduces boys to community: Tswana society and a
community of believers. Through his circumcision (initiation) Jesus
belonged to a "kinship group" as well as a "religious human group" (Pobee
1979:89). It is apparent in the traditional ceremony that the parents and
other people of the community are interested in the wellbeing of the boys.
In Tswana society belonging by blood (family, clan, and tribe) relationships

gives meaning and purpose to life. The men are all urged to take part in the
actual initiation rituals and the women all tum out to celebrate the
graduation of their sons as they are integrated into the adult society. An
important aspect of community that needs development in Christian
initiation is the mentoring relationship. Especially when boys attend whose
families are not part of the church fellowship. The parents may hesitate to
become significantly involved while allowing their children to take part.
Each child that comes for initiation could be accompanied by a parent or
mentor who will take part in the rituals in which the boy is involved and will
affirm his social and spiritual transformation. Mentoring can also be
encouraged in the relationship of shepherds to boys by a camp design
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featw'ing small group participation. Through their interactions in physical
activities, Bible studies, and small group interactions, the shepherds and
boys become vulnerable to one another in an atmosphere of mutual trust.
Mentoring relationships are vital to the discipleship process because they
model a "servanthood" style of leadership, and because the small groups
facilitate fellowship that invites Jesus to take the central position. The
mentor places himself as an equal within the group and not as a superior to
the group, and together they open themselves to growth and to.the presence
of God.
These days there is a concern among parents that they carry the
burden of raising their children alone. However, a Tswana worldview
assumption is that every man is a father to every child. That means that if
someone sees a child misbehaving, stealing for example, he has the
responsibility to discipline the child immediately. Then he reports the
child' s failing to the parents of the child and they continue the discipline to
bring the child into compliance with acceptable behavior. Mentoring
relationships work in a similar manner by sharing the burden of training a
child in another loving, accepting relationship that is outside the home.
Mentoring could extend beyond the initiation camp to supplement parental
training. Sometimes when children hear their parents criticize their behavior
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they think, "Not this same old thing. I've heard this before." A mentor can
be a second voice that reinforces a parent's teaching but with a fresh
approach and a refreshing appeal. As well as being a teacher, the mentor is a
role model who says with Paul, "Imitate me ... and my way of life in Christ
Jesus" (from 1 Corinthians 4:15-17).
Bringing young men into a relationship with God will require an
intentional curriculum that leads them toward an authentic experience with
God. Before a new Christian initiation can be implemented church leaders
will need to develop a curriculum to accomplish their goals for the initiates.
This will entail shaping unique experiences of worship, Bible study, and
group interaction that induces involvement and creates an atmosphere for
responding to God.
Enabling One to Be Fully Christian and Fully Tswana
The African perception of Jesus, the Master of initiation, recognizes a
twofold significance of his initiation. He was initiated into a social position
and into a religious community. His initiation placed him within the Jewish
nation and associated him with those in covenant with God. Following
Jesus into initiation will place Tswana men in relationship with Christ and
with their society.
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There will be those who say that boys who undergo this initiation
ceremony are not men according to Tswana culture. They recognize the
traditional cultural requirements and customs as the only way to attain
manhood. They would say that if the chief does not organize the rituals and
they are not rigorously adhered to as they were in the past, the outcome
could not be regarded as authentic. However, that position does not really
address the issue of being fully Tswana. Being fully Tswana refers to
maintaining one ' s identity as a Motswana 11 without disengaging from the
culture' s values and ideals. Those men who suffer from the effects of the
loss of true manhood are less fully Tswana than those who would be
socialized as Christian men in this new initiation ceremony. Although some
of the rituals are modified and new Christian meanings are associated with
some of the symbols, the context of the initiation ceremony is still fully
Tswana. Graduates of the new initiation ceremony will have encountered
more of a cultural experience than those who do not attend initiation at all.
Formation of a regiment is an accepted feature of initiation that
carried significant meaning in Tswana culture. It was the army, it rendered
public service, it protected the community from beasts of prey, and it acted
as officers of the peace. These men not only served the chief, but they
impacted the whole society. I believe the formation of regiments should
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remain as a dominant feature of initiation. They may become lmown as the
mighty men of valor, serving their king, the Lord Jesus, and rendering
service to the church. The name of the regiment should be well chosen to
symbolize the character of the group of men and the challenges they face in
being authentic Christians in their culture.
Being fully Tswana is not the complete objective of this new
initiation; initiates must also be fully Christian (a man in Christ).
Traditionally, bearing pain bravely was considered the mark of a true man.
Through beatings and trials the boys learned endurance in the face of
hardship, which is a worthwhile lesson. L.M.S. missionary, John
Mackenzie, explained the value of these lessons, "Human suffering is moral
discipline that ennobles the present life and fits us for the future"
(1971 :380). In other words, a man's worth is confirmed through his ability
to endure. It is not just the stamina to endure that "ennobles" one's life,
worthiness is found in knowing the one who calls us to endure. "Worthiness
by endurance can be purified by the example of the suffering and death of
Christ" (Mackenzie 1971 :380). When pain is inflicted by the insensitive
hand of an earthly father the suspicion of malice or vindictiveness may
corrupt the lesson. However, when the love of God, our Father, permits us
to be disciplined, then we know it is for our highest wellbeing. Just as
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Christ suffered by his obedience to the will of his Father, being fully
Christian (following Christ and being like Christ) will require that each boy
fully submits to obedience to the will of God, his Father. This new initiation
ceremony allows the boys to experience God in the midst of their ordeals
and moves them towards a deeper commitment to him.
The Intensity and Liminality of the New Initiation Rite
The new initiation ceremony carefully preserves the separation,
liminal, and reincorporation phases of a rite of passage. Boys will enter a
liminal environment as they leave the security of their families and join with
others who are on the same quest to abandon their boyhood traits. They
temporarily give up their school setting and household routines, and are
plunged into a mix of other and often unfamiliar boys and men. In this mix
the boys form bonds with each other and are open to the instruction of the
older Christians in the ways of responsible adult men. The reincorporation
rituals that recognize them as men welcome them back to their communities
with excitement and celebration.
To be consistent with the intensity of traditional initiation, I have three
suggestions to improve the new ceremony.
1. The dominant symbol of discipline in the traditional initiation school was
the moretlwa switch. A picture of a Tswana initiation school in The
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History ofBotswana (1984) shows the boys standing shoulder to
shoulder, each one holding a moretlwa switch that is as tall as the boys
are. The association of the moretlwa switch to discipline is widely
recognized. When I was in Botswana in March of 2001 I asked one of
my informants to bring me several of these switches just so I could see
what they were like. He said he could not carry them on the bus for fear
that people would think he was going to beat somebody with them.
Eventually another man walked with me into a field nearby and we found
a moretlwa bush and I cut some myself. The new initiation ritual
eliminates beating with the moretlwa switch as an immoral practice, but
no substitute has been suggested as a symbol of discipline. I encourage
the Batswana leaders of the new initiation to consider finding a symbolic
use of the moretlwa switch or to look for a new symbol that is strongly
attached to discipline that could be used in initiation.
2. In the rituals of traditional Tswana initiation, the meaning of initiation
was often attached to the actions of the rituals rather than to the words of
the rituals. For example, the boys ran between two rows of men and
were whipped as they passed through as a symbol of the pain they may
expect to face in life, sometimes even by the hands of those who love
them. In the ritual of circumcision each boy was surrounded by the
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assembly of elders as he was circumcised, which demonstrated their
affirmation of the entrance of the boy into the fellowship of men. If any
words were spoken during these rituals they were spontaneous and not
necessarily consequential to the meaning of the acts. I suggest that the
Batswana leaders examine the effectiveness of the new rituals. Some
were adapted from North America and tend to focus more on the words
of the ritual. As Batswana Christians become more skilled in ritual
process, they may be able to adapt the rituals further or devise new rituals
that convey the intended meanings through means that are even closer to
Tswana context.
3. Daily life in traditional initiation was extremely rigorous, sometimes
even dangerous. The climate of the new model of initiation is less
threatening, and approximates the environment of a family camp. There
are still hardships of providing for oneself in unfriendly physical
conditions and taking part in vigorous activities. However, the boys are
not pushed very near their limits of endurance. I would, for example,
discourage using an established retreat center as an initiation camp,
because it lacks the primitive nature of the traditional initiation
campsites. I suggest that Batswana leaders investigate ways to invigorate
the physicality of the initiation camp without leading the boys into any
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dangerous situations. One man described a modified initiation that had
been done in recent years in Botswana. He said, "There is no initiation
without running." The boys ran from the village to the place of initiation,
and they were whipped if they lagged behind. Running is a strenuous
activity that could be incorporated into the daily routine of the camp.
Focus should be on completing the run rather than on finishing first to
symbolize that faithful endurance is a more important lesson in life than
striving to place oneself in a higher position than others. Another
possibility would be to structure the entire camp experience like a boot
camp. Men with prior military experience could help to model activities
that demand the physical and mental discipline and conditioning of a
military training center. This would very nearly approximate the
physical intensity of traditional initiation.
I must reemphasize that this new model of initiation is presented as a
launching pad for the reintroduction of initiation rituals to Tswana culture.
It meets the objectives of a cultural introduction into manhood and the

objectives of Christian discipleship ministry. However, it is not the end but
the beginning. Just as culture is dynamic, the use of ritual must also be
dynamic to meet the changing felt needs of a culture.
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Summary
Tswana Christians evaluated the traditional initiation ceremony
according to their understanding of the Bible. There were several features of
initiation that they felt were against scriptural teaching, especially consulting
diviners and beating as a means of discipline. They found very little
difference between the understanding of Tswana culture and Christianity in
some areas. Most notably, they felt that scriptural qualifications for leaders
who could be trusted to competently teach their young people were similar
to those defmed by Tswana culture. Then the Tswana Christian leaders
discussed the development of new initiation rituals that expressed values of
Christian discipleship.
There is a deeper meaning to manhood than attainment of the
requirements of Tswana culture. Responsible manhood is attained by
following Jesus, and Jesus calls every man to take up his cross. That will
lead a man to suffering for the sake of Jesus, and death to himself in order to
have complete fellowship with him. Following Jesus into manhood involves
being transformed into his likeness, allowing God's discipline to form one's
character, and taking community responsibility to reinvest one's life in other
people. A new model of initiation based on Christian principles
acknowledges Hebrews 12:1-11 as a framework from which to work. Each
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element of the new model seeks a biblical foundation for accepting,
rejecting, or adapting features from the traditional initiation ceremony.
Throughout the initiation period, events are designed to allow the
boys to experience God's revelation of himself to them: his purposes and his
love. At the end of initiation each boy hears the words, "You are a new
creation, put your childish ways behind you" (from 1 Corinthians 13: 11).
The transformation is complete and the young man is empowered to take his
place in society as a Tswana Christian man. This new model of initiation is
a genuine answer to the problem of role loss because it achieves the desired
cultural change. It needs to be submitted to a process of ongoing evaluation
to assure that it will continue to meet the felt needs of the Tswana culture.
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Notes

Paul Hiebert recognizes the cultural gap between church leaders and people
as a serious problem in developing countries. Alienation, when church
leaders identify more closely with the missionary culture than with their
native culture, often happens through the advanced training of national
leaders (Hiebert 1982:4-5). The challenge for national leaders like the one I
mention is to retain close ties to their culture while being a minister of the
gospel.
I

This section is written from the perspective of the Tswana people. It
reflects their thoughts and interpretations of scripture in trying to work
theologically with the issue of initiation.
2

Tshitlho was a medicinal paste (usually a mixture of herbs and fat) that was
concocted by a traditional doctor to ward off witchcraft. This type of
medicine was used to prepare the boys for initiation and to protect them at
their campfires (Schapera 1978:4-5). I. Schapera reported that a special
tshitlho was prepared from the ground ashes of the severed foreskins of the
boys at the initiation. This tshitlho was used to protect the ash dumps of the
initiation camp and to prepare the initiates of the next initiation school just
prior to circumcision. The unused tshitlho was kept by the chief, which
showed his control over the new age regiment (Shapera 1978:7).
3

The specific medicine used was reported as a lehwana, a root that
resembles an onion. The leaves were peeled off and bound around the
circumcision wound. They were replaced every two days for about one
week (Lefefe 2001).
4

Even parents can be arrested for beating their children severely. These
days the only legal beatings can be ordered by the chief of by a magistrate as
punishment for wrongdoing.
5

The Tswana chief near Vryburg in South Africa is the only one who is still
calling young men to be initiated. According to my informant, M. R. Lefefe,
the rest of the tribe in South Africa has abandoned the practice.
6
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"Traditional doctor" is an English rendering of Ngaka ya Setswana. It
refers to a "healer" who uses traditional cures to ward off evil. His remedy
is through divination of the source of the evil, and he consults spiritual
ancestral powers to develop the proper medicine.

7

This ritual is adapted from a rite suggested in How to Use Camping
Experiences in Religious Education (1998:67-69) by Stephen Venable and
Donald Joy. In traditional initiation the first ritual the boys undergo is
circumcision, but we will use this ritual of dedication to express their
entrance into adulthood.
8

This ritual is adapted from a rite suggested in Empower Your Kids to be
Adults (2000: 101-107) by Donald Joy. Joy labels this ritual as a rite of
reincorporation that is used in a trail camping experience. It was designed to
be a passage out of the pain related to childhood and into new adult freedom
and responsibility.
9

This ritual is adapted from a rite titled "Putting Away Childish Things" in
How to Use Camping Experiences in Religious Education 1998:64-65 by
Stephen Venable and Donald Joy.
10

II

Singular of Batswana, meaning one Tswana person.

CHAPTER 8

Missiological Implications of This Study

My personal joy during this study was meeting Tswana men and
being absorbed in their world for a while. I discovered that there are many
young Tswana men who have realized that abuse of power, of women, or of
themselves does not enhance their own masculine strength or raise their selfesteem. They have matured or are maturing into honest men who have
found meaning to their lives.
At 21 years old, Tony learned gentleness and how to take
responsibility in his home. "My mom got very sick [with a prolonged
illness]," he said, "and I was the only one at home to take care of her." He
had to make daily decisions that affected his mother and other members of
his family. Now at 25 Tony is a computer programmer, is active in the
youth ministry at his church, and is ready to take on a commitment to a wife
and future family.
James said that when he was younger he lived an undisciplined and
lustful life. "I had wives who I was not married to. But my money was just
my own and everything I had belonged only to me." I asked him what is
different now that he is married and what caused the change. "Now I gave
298
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up all [the women]. I have a wife and I stay only with her. I take care of
other things, like my cattle and my home. But I don ' t do anything alone. I
always think about my wife. Even my money belongs to my wife." James'
words are not empty. He and his wife have built up a chicken business
together. She runs the day to day operations and sells the chickens. James
does the maintenance on the chicken sheds and helps obtain the bags of
chicken feed. James gives a simple testimony of how God changed his life.
"I was touched by the Holy Spirit. He touched my heart and now I have
received peace for the rest of my life."
Tony and James acquired gentleness and peace on their way to
becoming men. Jesus can deliver all types of men from the control of
selfishness or abuse, and release them into "full spectrum masculinity." I
The primary implication for mission of this study is that we need to direct
men to Jesus, who is able to take them and make them into his likeness.
Faith values and cultural values are transmitted from the older
generation to younger generations to intentionally help the younger
generations acquire a faith and acquire a culture. The rite of passage into
manhood is a natural transitional event in the lives of the Batswana that
Christians can employ to pass Christian values, as well as cultural values, to
the next generation of young men. It has the power to shape them socially
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and spiritually by giving them identity, and by binding them together as the
body of Christ. In an article that challenges the church to become part of the
enculturation process, Jan Simonson Lanham urges, "Rituals, traditions, and
rites of passage are a God-given means by which the adult generation may
pass on its core values" (2002:30). Rituals and tradition are valuable
because they set boundaries on one's life, values, and faith. Applying
Hiebert's concept of "critical contextualization" to cultural traditions is
necessary to keep from losing the uniqueness of the gospel message of
Christ and salvation. If a culture's rituals and traditions are subjected to a
contextualization process as done in this study, then the resultant ritual not
only affirms the good in the culture, it also challenges the evil present in it.
This new tradition of initiation can be a developmental step toward maturity
by providing young men with the opportunity for decision and growth, both
spiritually and socially.

The Importance of the Study
This study is important to Tswana culture and to the church because
the expectations of Tswana culture and of Christianity, for mature men to
take responsibilities in their families and the community, are in agreement.
Restoration of manhood initiation would benefit both Tswana culture and
the experience of the Christian community within that culture. By
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addressing the problem of loss of the adult male role, the church will aid in
resolving male indifference and some of the associated social problems, such
as alcoholism and sexual irresponsibility.
This study is also important to the future of the church in Botswana
because through contextualization Christianity becomes a local religion and
is no longer viewed as a foreign religion. This study seeks to delin~ate a
local theology of initiation rites for men in Botswana that integrates the
gospel message with the local culture. If the church ignores Tswana cultural
values, the gospel will appear irrelevant to the Batswana. On the other hand,
if the church uncritically accepts all traditional Tswana customs and
traditions, then syncretism and theological relativism are more likely to
occur.
The Church's Position to Effect Cultural Change
While some congregations grow by working to attract believers from
other churches, I have heard some African pastors say that they are not
bothered by that type of proselytizing. They believe that if they faithfully
preach the gospel and work to meet peoples' needs within their own
congregation, then they won't need to worry about losing their members.
Moreover, if they establish a healthy church, it will attract others to
experience it. This same rationale can inform the establishment of new
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initiation rites. As outlined in Chapter 7, the initiation rites, as a discipleship
ministry, primarily meet the needs of those associated with the Church of the
Nazarene, although any young man would be welcome to take part. It is not
essentially an evangelism tool, although personal decisions for Christ are
encouraged throughout the initiation period. Although the new initiation
ceremony is a ministry of the church, it meets the cultural felt needs of those
who attend by producing mature young men of character and integrity. In
that way it will appeal to those outside the church. We anticipate that this
approach will increasingly provide opportunity for other community
members to become involved in the church as well.
Initiation rites could serve as a point of entry for those who are only
marginally interested in Christianity. They may not have enough
information or interest to enter completely into the church fellowship, and to
them the initiation rites may be an introduction to Christian belief as well. It
will be beneficial to always inform the local chief and invite his
participation, because his approval will legitimize the ceremony to the
community. By opening the initiation rites to other community members,
the church is essentially providing a place where people can look at
Christianity more deeply in an atmosphere that is non-threatening.
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The church may also increase its influence in the community and
effect cultural change by meeting other felt needs associated with the role
loss of the adult Tswana male. As seen in Chapter 4, Tswana men have
evidenced several types of culturally inappropriate behavior: alcohol abuse,
suicide, and improper sexual behavior. The church should investigate ways
to minister to those needs, possibly through establishing alcoholism
treatment centers, raising the awareness of the situation of abused women
and children, providing parental and family counseling, and instituting peer
counselor service for young people.
A New Role for a Missionary
In my interviews and discussions in Botswana and in the writing of
this dissertation, I discovered that it is difficult to be in the role of the
missionary in the process of critical contextualization. The missionary must
not be authoritarian in order to encourage and aid critical contextualization.
In fact he or she cannot provide relevant answers or control the final
product. The missionary's role is to be the process facilitator. On points of
disagreement the missionary must allow the power of the final decision to be
in the hands of local Christians. For me, that meant trying my best to
understand all the perspectives that were presented without pronouncing
judgments on those I perceived to be irrelevant, and to emphasize those
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points that I felt needed additional theological examination without pushing
my own thoughts on the Tswana Christians. For example, I am not satisfied
with the conclusions we reached concerning beating in the initiation camp. I
felt that we left the issued unresolved because we eliminated beating but we
failed to suggest any disciplinary alternative, either symbolic or real.
Maintaining the integrity of the contextualization process was more
important than persuading the group to accept my opinion. The need for a
substitute is not yet fully understood, so at this point we have not
recommended any forms of discipline except in the case of misbehavior.

In the role of facilitator, the missionary needs to challenge local
Christians to think and decide on their own. This gives permission to the
local church to think theologically rather than to think that theology must
come to them through the missionary. As a contextualization facilitator I
must not judge the theological output by how closely it agrees with my
theology, but on how thoroughly they have examined the issues in light of
their own biblical understanding. When the theology comes from them, they
will own it and feel responsible for it. Therefore, if the theology or model of
initiation presented in Chapter 7 seems incomplete or imperfect at some
points, it represents my attempt to give the responsibility of final decision
making to the local Tswana church. They have the right to make mistakes
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and also the responsibility to continue to determine how to solve the
problems related to their young men.
The Establishment of the Process of Contextualization
The significance of this study is seen more in its demonstration of a
process than in its creation of an end product. I anticipate that after the new
initiation rite is implemented there will be further theological review and
further adaptations to the rituals as needed. For Christianity to thrive in
Botswana and Africa it needs to be perceived as an African religion, and the
contextualization process allows Christianity to take on a distinctively
African character. Manhood initiation has belonged to Africans from the
inception of their culture, and contextualization of the ritual results from
African creativity that has been sanctified for God's purposes.
I encourage Tswana Christians to investigate the Bible's interaction
with other cultural traditions of theirs, which have previously been labeled
as sinful cultural practices. Other traditional practices in need of
contextualization include birth rituals, polygamy, bride price, widow rituals,
and rainmaking. I agree with Charles Kraft's position that culture is not an
enemy of God. God uses human culture as a means to advance Christian
purposes (Kraft 1979:103). God is outside and above Tswana culture, but he
is able to work through Tswana culture to further reveal himself. Therefore,
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the church must constantly be engaged in contextualization of all areas of
theological understanding to better comprehend the relevance of Christ to
the world and the establishment of his kingdom on earth.
Pastors' Involvement with Young Men and Women
Today's young men and women in Africa are more educated, more
economically affluent, and savvier politically than their counterparts of even
25 years ago. This situation has almost turned the Tswana social
environment upside down so that knowledge and wisdom is perceived to be
the domain of the young, leaving many older people (men especially) feeling
threatened, rejected, and isolated. One consequence is decreased
involvement of older men and women with young people. Even in the
church, older pastors often stay away from youth activities. They have
voiced that they no longer feel respected by the young people and they don't
know how to influence them anymore. On the other hand, young people
often say that older pastors just don't relate to their needs anymore.
Initiation rites as a ministry of the church would help to restore
balance to the social environment by elevating the position of the elders.
Older pastors, who are generally less educated, should be encouraged to
share the wisdom from their life experience and biblical understanding with
the young people. As the leaders of the initiation camps put together their
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staff they should intentionally seek those older pastors (and laymen) who are
burdened for the wellbeing of the young men and who are willing to commit
themselves to sustained involvement with them.
A Healthier Perspective of Gender Issues
A puzzling conundrum has arisen within Tswana society. Men
dominate traditional Tswana social organization: being a patrilineal society
men head all the traditional social institutions. Nowhere in traditional
culture are wives equal to their husbands and they are not afforded equal
protection under the law. For example, married women can still be
classified as minors and can only undertake legal contracts with the
permission of their husbands. In common usage a man's children, bana ba

me, includes his wife as well as his children and other dependents.
However, women lead many contemporary Tswana institutions. The
majority of high school students, college graduates, and church members are
women. Women are an increasing presence in the workforce, and are
gaining economic and political influence. The family picture is also clouded
by men who do not take responsibility for the children they have fathered,
and women who bear the children of several men and raise them as single
parents. Women have become the heads of families by default as men are
unwilling to marry and care for them.
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My hope is that Christ-centered initiation rites will address the gender
issues of the Batswana. If initiation is reinstituted for young men, then
initiation of young women should follow very soon. A Christ-centered
approach to gender issues that can be taught in both initiation schools is the
mutual submission model of the husband/wife relationship found in
Ephesians 5:22-33. Mutual respect is needed to bring balance and to achieve
wholeness in society, as well as wholeness in marriage relationships.
Renewal of the Church
A new ministry that has broad appeal within the church population as
well as outside of it may help to revitalize the church institution. If the
initiation rituals maintain an emphasis on spiritual transformation as well as
physical transformation they would help create an atmosphere in which
young people are able to respond to God. We must admit that church
renewal is the work of God and church programs cannot bring God into the
situation. However, God does work through people and he blesses their
efforts as they seek him. Historically, new movements within established
churches have sometimes led to a spiritual reawakening within the church.
If initiation can lead young men to a deeper commitment to Christ and raise
them up as men of faith, it could usher them into the church with new vision
and a fresh commitment to group tasks that build the body of Christ.
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A New Perspective on Church Rituals
In traditional Tswana religion, beliefs were defined and remembered
by taking part in the religious rituals. The culture had many trans formative
rituals that gave meaning to life. In contrast, the beliefs of Western missions
were contained in books: the Bible, hymnbooks, prayer books, and Christian
educational material. But there has been a dearth of rituals and ceremonies
to address festivals, rites of passage (birth, initiation, marriage, and death),
or religious holidays. To people that are used to taking part in many rituals,
is it any wonder that Christianity may seem boring and out of touch? New
initiation rituals may help give more meaning to life and provide a means for
internalizing their Christian beliefs.

Suggestions for Further Study
During my research and writing, issues and questions continued to
arise for which I had no answers. In order to keep my study more narrowly
focused I did not pursue them, but they are legitimate inquiries.
Female Initiation
Traditionally, the initiation of Tswana girls (bojale) followed male
initiation. Whereas boys were initiated in the winter months of June and
July, girls went in October at the beginning of the rainy season. Some
groups assumed the regimental name of their male counterparts, and others
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received a different name. Even if the regimental names were different, the
male and female groups were associated such that it was expected they
should marry within their regimental groups.
Tswana rituals of female initiation were not as elaborate as the male
rituals. They did not meet for as long a period of time and did not include
such extensive disciplinary exercises. However, it was considered a
necessary course of training to prepare young women for marriage,
motherhood, and her responsibilities within the family and community. As
in male initiation, the girls also had to pass a test before graduation. Motsei
Khiba, a woman who formerly worked at the cultural desk in the Department
of Education in South Africa described the last night of the girls' initiation.
The last night was graduation night. They [the instructors] chose a
stormy night when rain was abundant. They said to the girl, "There is
something hidden. It is your child and you must go to save it." You
walk alone maybe two kilometers. Someone makes the sound of a
jackal or a lion along the way. You know that hidden thing is like
your child. You must walk on. Another sound again. A strong one
[girl] will walk on to find her child. (Khiba 2001)
The lessons of the female initiation were graphic and intense, and it
culminated when the girl put on a skirt made of reeds and beads. That
symbolized her graduation to womanhood.
In Botswana a cursory observation indicates that women have not
suffered the effects of role loss to the extent that men have. A more
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extensive investigation could determine that women have compensated in
ways that men have not for the loss of the adult role. One possibility is that
motherhood has served as a rite of passage that established adult female
identity, whereas neither fatherhood nor marriage has conferred adulthood
on men. Educational and employment opportunities for women may also
have affirmed the position of women and enabled them with coping
mechanisms for overcoming the negative circumstances of life.
The church should not overlook female initiation as a vital teaching
and discipling opportunity. Rites of Passage in Contemporary Africa (Cox
1998) presents two reviews concerning contextualization of female initiation
rites in Africa (Malawi and Kenya). In the Malawi case the author
concludes that "the Christian female initiation ceremony ... makes one who
has gone through it feel a complete Chewa Christian woman" (Phiri
1998:143). The Christian version competes with the secular version, but the
church recognizes only the Christian initiation as preparatory for marriage
and for retaining the privilege to partake of the church sacraments. The case
in Kenya centered on the Christians' desire to end genital mutilation in the
traditional female initiation. Agikuyu Christians determined that the Bible
supported initiation ceremonies because Jesus was ready to follow the
circumcision tradition of his own cultural heritage. However, the
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missionaries "continued to be heavy handed about the issue and insisted that
all their converts should sign a contract that they would not circumcise their
girls" (Hinga 1998: 176), and there was no further attempt at
contextualization. This case reaches a conclusion similar to that of my study
of men, "A gap is found in the developmental cycles, and at the crucial
points of transition from childhood to adulthood; at puberty a girl is left to
drift along without any supportive structures from the society" (Hinga
1998: 177). These two cases affirm the need for critical contextualization
and reconstruction of female initiation rites.
Implementing a New Model of Initiation
There are three areas of investigation needed to expedite the
implementation of the new model of initiation among the Batswana. First,
there needs to be a plan for involvement of community leaders who are
outside of the Nazarene Church. Secondly, the curriculum for the training of
initiates must be established. The final area of investigation needs to address
the question, "Who will actually implement the new model of initiation?"
The model presented in Chapter 7 is presented as a ministry of the
church and it would have genuine value for those associated with the church.
If the scope of initiation's influence is to be extended to the community
beyond the church, we would need to explore the relationship of the local
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church to the society. How would community leaders become involved in
the rituals? From society's perspective a top priority would be to keep
initiation culturally relevant, while the church's perspective would try to
maintain an initiation that is biblically sound. Making initiation a joint effort
of church and community will require discussions to determine what lessons
and rituals are acceptable to both parties. The new model of initiation
presented in Chapter 7 assumes no involvement of community leaders who
are not closely connected to the church as well, and therefore the voice for
rigorous cultural maintenance is weak. Involvement of community members
would increase the call for cultural relevance. For example, the treatment of
initiates and the campsite by the traditional doctor was replaced with prayers
of commitment and petitions for God's protection during the initiation camp.

If community members would find this unsatisfactory or inadequate to
protect the boys, then further discussions would be necessary between
church and community leaders in order to formulate a plan or compromise
that would be acceptable to both.
There could be another approach that would lessen the possibility of
conflict between community and church. Church leaders could enlist a
Christian chief to guide community involvement without compromising the
Christian principles they envisioned for the initiation rites. In this way the
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local churches could carry out initiation rites as a ministry to the community,
overseen by local pastors and church leaders with the endorsement of village
elders.
The second area of investigation is planning a curriculum for the
training in the initiation ceremonies, which has not been fully developed in
this study. For instance, should the initiation camp have a goal and theme
that remains the same year after year or should there be some adaptation of
the goal from year to year? Possible goals are:
• introducing boys to God
• presenting the boys with the opportunity to commit themselves
more fully to God through Bible study, small group participation,
and worship settings
• providing an atmosphere where boys can discover the way God
can work through their talents and abilities
• experiencing an awareness of their identity in society and before
God; experiencing a fuller relationship with God, their families,
and their friends; and experiencing God's love and grace.
From the goals, a curriculum can be developed. This will require some
creative programming that includes activities for reflection and personal
devotion, small group Bible study and discussion, music and drama, and
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large group lessons and worship. All activities will need to be coordinated
with teachers and group leaders to focus on the goal of the initiation camp.
The last area of investigation needed before the initiation ceremony
can be implemented is to identify the people who can bring this new model
to reality. The social dynamics are different for participation in this
proposed adaptation of initiation than for the traditional ceremony.
Participation in the old initiation was not optional; all boys were expected to
take part. Parents compelled them if necessary, but the boys themselves
demonstrated their eagerness to be counted as men by pressuring the chief to
call for a new initiation and regiment formation (Schapera 1978:2-3).
In the new model of initiation participation will be voluntary, and a
different source of social energy will be needed to carry out the
implementation. A forceful compunction remains within Tswana society for
those who have not been initiated to believe that they are not truly men.
Several whom I interviewed stated that in this day when there are no
initiation ceremonies they regard themselves as boys, which indicates that a
cultural compulsion still exists for initiation.
I believe that the church will supply the social energy to implement
new initiation ceremonies because of two convictions held by Christians.
First, as discussed on pages 239ff, the Christian ritual offers the means to
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attain true manhood through radical identification with Jesus Christ. As the
Christian community recognizes its role as mediator to Tswana society,
church leaders will provide the impetus for participation in the new initiation
ritual. The second conviction is that the church is to reflect a new
sociocultural order that manifests the kingdom of God in the Tswana
context. The Batswana have much in their culture that they can retain as
Christians and some areas that need to be redeemed by the gospel of Christ.
My part in the implementation process is to organize and inform church
leaders who will become the driving force to influence people in the local
churches. Rev. Harry Maluleka, who accompanied me on most of my
interviews in South Africa, encouraged me that there is support in the church
for a new initiation. He said, "Don't worry, even after you leave I will
continue this research." Implementation of new initiation rites will rest in
the hands of those like Harry Maluleka who will struggle with applying
biblical truth to the day-to-day issues of Tswana life.

Commissioned for the Task Ahead
Several of the older men I interviewed in Botswana believed that the
solution to the problems of young Tswana men was to bring back the past
custom of bogwera or initiation. Others said it is too late to go back, there is
no hope to solve our problems. I am convinced, however, that the solution is
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not found in the past, but it can be attained by moving forward to a
resunected initiation ritual that acknowledges Jesus as the perfect man who
is able to lead young Tswana men to true manhood. Just as Jesus passed
from death to life to give us new life, he can resurrect initiation school from
death to life in order to give authentic love, strength, and honor to young
Tswana men.
There are several parallels between initiation school and Christ's way
to new life. In initiation school, boys submitted to their fathers and suffered.
They seemed weak, but through discipline they learned obedience and
became strong. Likewise, Jesus suffered and learned obedience by
submission to his Father (Hebrews 12). Young men also, by willingly
submitting themselves to a position of weakness, can experience the strength
of Jesus in their lives (2 Corinthians 12: 10). In initiation beating was used to
remove evil and unrestrained dispositions and behaviors. However, Isaiah
53:5 says that Jesus was already beaten on our behalf, "He was pierced for
our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that
brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed." Jesus
took our sin to the cross and was punished so that we could be free from sin
and so we could obtain new life. The grace of Jesus provides a more
complete transformation to manhood than beating because the
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transformation is internal. When young men identify with the death and
resunection of Christ they receive Christ within. "I have been crucified with
Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me" (Galatians 2:20). Jesus
disciplines young men within and empowers them to become real men, the
ideal that their earthly fathers desired for them.
In April, 2001 I was discussing the problems of Tswana young men
with Kaisara Sera, an 87 year old man and Morotsi Kalane, a 71 year old.
They knew that I was a missionary from overseas (America), and that
missionary churches had favored the elimination of initiation rituals. They
acknowledged that despite the efforts of parents to train and discipline their
children today, they were failing to achieve the results they wanted. Near
the end of our discussion Mr. Kalane expressed a conclusion similar to that
expressed by Tswana Christians. For initiation to succeed today, he said, it
needs to eliminate the "cruel rules," those excessive and harsh practices
associated with discipline and maintain those practices that are good and
helpful for the purpose of making mature young men. He favored my
suggestion that the church could be the vehicle to reinstate initiation rites
into Tswana culture. Then the older man looked at me and stated; "You
must go and do it. When will you do it?" Although I am an outsider to
Tswana culture, I felt that Mr. Sera's expression of confidence in this study
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was a mandate or commission to pursue critical contextualization and
implementation of a new initiation model among the Batswana.
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Notes

"Full spectrum masculinity" is a term used by Donald Joy in Men Under
Construction (1993) that he applies to Jesus. Jesus demonstrated a full
spectrum of masculinity from the highly charged turning the money
changers out of the temple to his totally nonviolent response to those who
delivered him to crucifixion.
I

APPENDIX A

QUESTIONS FOR INTERVIEWS OF MALE TSWANA ADULTS
These questions are intended to be discussion starters.
Questions concerning initiation and manhood:
Personal:
1. How old are you? Or, what regiment do you belong to? (In the past
men's ages were identified more often by the regiment to which they
belonged than by their age)
2. Are you a member of a regiment? If yes, ask for details of how it was
formed, duties and obligations of members, and value of membership.
3. Are you married? If yes, ask for details of qualifications for marriage. If
no, ask for reasons that are prohibiting marriage.
4. When did you no longer feel like a child?
5. What made you feel like an adult?
General:
6. What are the differences between a boy and a man?
7. When can a boy marry?
8. When can a boy sit with other men?
9. What other privileges do men enjoy?
10.How do older men treat a boy or relate to a boy? Another man?
11.How do women treat or relate to a boy? A man?
12.How does a boy become a man among the Tswana?
13.Are there any ceremonies/rituals to achieve manhood? Details?
14.Why do you think the social problems we are experiencing are
happening?
15.Some have suggested that urbanization, unemployment, and disregarding
Tswana traditions are some of the causes of our social problems. What
do you think?
16.1 have noticed that some young men are not very disciplined. Parents are
unable to control them. Some young men show little respect for their
parents and do not obey them. They are sometimes idle and drink too
much and are without jobs, they often impregnate girls, and many are
thieves. Why do you think that is?
17. Who else could I talk to that would know about these things?
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Questions concerning culture and Christianity:
I8.For what problems does the church/Bible give the best answers?
I9.For what problems does the church/Bible have no answer?
20.For what problems does Tswana culture give the best answers?
21.For what problems does Tswana culture have no answer?
22.How has the Christian church helped Tswana culture?
23 .How has the church hurt Tswana culture?
24.Ifyou must make a choice, whose rules would you follow, the church's
or your culture's? Why?
25 .Since you became a Christian, what cultural practices have you given up?
26. Why did you give them up?
27.Is it a good thing or a bad thing to give up those cultural practices?
28.Is it better to be a Motswana or a Christian?

APPENDIXB

QUESTIONS FOR GROUP DISCUSSIONS

These questions are intended to be used as discussion starters.
1. Why do you think the social problems we are experiencing are
happening?
2. Some have suggested that urbanization, unemployment, and disregarding
Tswana traditions are some of the causes of our social problems. What
do you think?
3. I have noticed that some young men are not very disciplined. Parents are
unable to control them. Some young men show little respect for their
parents and do not obey them. They are sometimes idle and drink too
much and are without jobs, they often impregnate girls, and many are
thieves. Why do you think that is?
4. How would you describe a good, responsible man? Father? Husband?
Other?
5. What are the qualities of a good, responsible man? Father? Husband?
Other?
6. What are the behaviors of a good, responsible man? Father? Husband?
Other?
7. Is Jesus an ideal man? (He was not a father or husband)
8. Do men today meet the standards of a good, responsible man?
9. In what ways do men fall short of the standards of a good, responsible
man?
10.What solutions are there for these problems?
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APPENDIXC
THEOLOGY OF MANHOOD
TLHAL0 GANY A YA TSA BONNA MO DIKW ALONG

These qualities and actions of men were described during discussions
at Moshupa and Gaborone North Churches of the Nazarene. You may add
to any of these descriptions. For each item write a Bible reference that
supports it.
Dikao tse, ene ele tse di builweng ke ba Kereke ya Monasarene ya
Moshupa Ie Gaborone North. 0 ka tlatsa ka dikao tsa gago. Mo go se 0 se
bolelang, netefatsa ka gore Beibele e a reng?
1.

What are the qualities and actions of a good, responsible man?
Monna 0 0 nang Ie boikarabelo, a na Ie ditiro tse di molemo, 0 bonwa
ka eng?
• He must be a respectful person.
• 0 tshwanetse go tlotlega.
• He brings security to his home.
• 0 tlisa pabalesego mo lwapeng. _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
• He loves.
• 0 na Ie lerato.
• He takes care of his family.
• 0 tlhokomela lwapa la gagwe.
• He has good rules.
• 0 nale melao e e molemo.
• He provides food and clothing.
• 0 thusa ka dijo Ie diaparo.
• He finds a job and supports his family.
• 0 senka tiro go ka kgona go direla
lelwapa la gagwe.
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You can add any other item to this list.
o ka nna wa oketsa mo go se se setseng se kwadilwe.
2.

What are the qualities and actions of a good, responsible husband?
Rre wa lelwapa 0 0 nang Ie boikarabelo, a na Ie ditiro tse di molemo,
o bonwa ka eng?
• He respects and loves his wife.
• 0 rata mosadi wa gagwe, gape a mo doda.

---------------------

• He tells his wife where he goes.
• 0 boleleia mosadi wa gagwe ko a yang teng. _ _ _ __ _ _ ___
• He seeks peace with his wife.
• 0 rodoetsa kagiso gareng ga ene Ie mosadi
wagagwe.
• He does not beat her.
• Ga a nke a betsa mosadi.
• He remembers he has a wife and does not go as if he is single.
• 0 itshwarajaaka motho nyetseng, a sa Ie
lebale mosadi.
You can add any other item to this list.
o ka nna wa oketsa mo go se se setseng se kwadilwe.
3.

What are the qualities and actions of a good, responsible father?
Motsadi 0 0 eleng monna, a na Ie boikarabelo Ie ditiro tse di molemo
o bonwa ka eng?
• He respects and loves his children.
• 0 rata bana ba gagwe, gape a ba doda ________________

• He works for them.
• 0 berekela bana ba gagwe.
You can add any other item to this list.
o ka nna wa oketsa mo go se se setseng se kwadilwe.
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APPENDIXE
BOGWERA (INITIATION)
Introduction
Bogwera was a lengthy series of rites that preceded the formation of a
men's regiment or mophato. Until he passed through the initiation school a
male person, no matter how old, was not allowed to marry, attend and speak
at tribal meetings, or eat together or even sit with other men at one fire. The
uninitiated was despised as one who could not do the same work as men.
The details of the ceremony were supposed to be kept secret from all who
were not initiated. Even today, many men will not speak about any of the
details. A few Christian men have been willing to tell anything we want to
know.
The eligible youths (generally aged 17-21) were called magwane; they
were not boys (basimane) and they were not men (banna). A son of the
chief gathered the magwane together in the middle of the summer telling
them, "Reya gae goloma moretlwa." (We are going home to bite the
moretlwa). While coming together the youths gathered canes of the
moretlwa bush. The boys had a battle, Whipping each other with their
moretlwa canes. Those who showed the most courage in the battle became
the leaders of the group, under the leadership of the chief s son.
Bogwera was a powerful disciplinary force. The chief s son with his
other youthful leaders led the entire group of magwane to the kgotla (council
area). They sang marching songs and gathered firewood for the kgotla as
they went. The leaders entered the kgotla, presented their bundle of canes to
the chief and lay face down on the ground and covered their eyes. This
indicated to the chief that they were ready to be beaten and to undergo
initiation. The chief took one moretlwa cane and called for one of the
strongest men. He lay down in the same position as the boys and the chief
whipped him severely. The man then got up and whipped all of the boys as
hard as he liked. Then all of the magwane entered the kgotla, lay face down,
and were whipped by the same man. All the boys got up and began to
dance. This was done as a sign to everyone that they were determined to
submit themselves to the discipline of bogwera. The chief then set the date
for the beginning of the ceremonies.
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Separation Rites
On the appointed day the boys assembled in the kgotla of their wards.
Their heads had been shaved two days previously, and each boy brought a
brought a small wooden club (molangwana) which he had made. At the
ward kgotla each boy was given tshitlho (traditional medicine) to ensure
other boys in the initiation camp did not overshadow him. Surrounded by
the men of their ward they all proceeded to the chief s kgotla. They
marched and sang:
Ngwana amosadi aasale,
reya marumong akgomo;
yoosalaong aasale,
reya marumong akgomo.

Let the mother's boy remain,
we go to fight for cattle;
let him who remains remain,
we go to fight for cattle.

This implies that whoever was faint-hearted should remain behind while the
others went to meet the risks of the bogwera.
When all had assembled in the chief s kgotla the boys sang and
danced. Then they lay down according to wards and each was beaten. This
beating was called "go tetemisa" (to cause to tremble). They were usually
given four lashes but if any boy had in the past won approval of some old
man, that man could place his hat on the boy's head. That boy would not be
beaten because he was obedient and respectful to old people. Then the boys
ran to the site of the initiation camp. Those of the previous mophato went
first and then the boys were surrounded by all the other men as they ran.
They sang "adiranyane ditloge dieme" (let the small enemies arise and
stand).
The Initiation Camp
The exact site of the initiation was determined by divination. It was
rapidly built by the men of the youngest mophato. It consisted of a large
circular clearing enclosed by a strong fence (legora) of thorn branches, with
the main entrance facing the village. A large tree was in the middle for
shade. The old men sat there during the day while the initiates were out in
the bush. Leading inward towards the tree was a lane (mokgwathe) formed
by two parallel rows of poles.
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Inside and close to the fence were small huts of the type called
mekgoro. The huts of the royal section (Kgosing) were behind the central
tree and the huts for the others were assigned huts according to their rank. A
separate hut was made for each large ward and smaller wards were
combined within one hut. The boys slept in the rectangular space
(setlaagana) in front of their hut, even ifit was raining. Each setlaagana
had its own leiso (fireplace) and there was another one under the central tree.
The camp's traditional doctor smeared tshitlho (medicinal paste) on the
stones of each fireplace and also on the branches of the surrounding fence at
the four cardinal points (i.e north, south, east, and west). This was done to
protect the people in the camp from harm.
A fire was kept burning continuously in every fireplace as long as the
camp lasted. This was done by the youngest mophato, the bagokane. They
gathered the ashes daily and threw them into a special dump, called phiri
(hyena). These were located just within the main entrance. Each was
enclosed by a circle of stones, which had been smeared with tshitlho
(medicinal paste) that had been made from the foreskins of the boys. These
dumps were not destroyed at the end of the camp. They remained as
monuments to the initiation camp. People feared to touch them afterwards,
because they believed that anyone who touches them would tum into a
baboon.
While the camp was being built, the boys were divided into separate
groups according to their sections and wards. Within each group they were
arranged in order of rank by birth. This was done by seating them in single
file. In this way, each one knew that those seated in front of him were his
seniors. This taught them where they belonged in the tribe so that when they
returned home there would be no quarreling about the order of rank. When
the men of each ward completed this task they notified the chief.
Circumcision

The circumcision ceremony took place on the second day. The boys
lined up in rows with their wards between the entrance and the lane of poles.
The highest-ranking ward (Kgosing) stood nearest the poles. The members
of each ward stood according to their rank established on the previous day.
At the other end of the lane of poles, surrounded by men were the Rathipana
(father of the little knife) and the camp's traditional doctor (the chief s
doctor). Each boy starting with the most senior (usually the chiefs son) wa~
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led through the lane by two bagokane. He stood in front of the Rathipana
and the bagokane held him securely. The knife was smeared with tshitlho
each time before it was used. The traditional doctor smeared tshitlho on the
boy ' s forehead, right temple, left temple, and chest, and the Rathipana
circumcised him. Rathipana wore a jackalskin cap low down on this
forehead and never looked up while he worked. The surrounding men kept
shouting and singing loudly so the other boys could not hear his cries, but if
he cried the men also beat him.
Immediately the doctor smeared some medicine on the wound as
prevention. If the wound was bad the doctor applied another type of
medicine, but often nothing else was done except washing with water. The
foreskins were set aside and afterwards the traditional doctor burned them
and ground the ashes, which he mixed with fat. This tshitlho was medicine
for the chief, which gave him control over the new rnophato. This medicine
was used to doctor the ash-dumps and was used to doctor the next group of
initiates before their circumcision.
If any boy died from this operation he was buried inside the camp
close to his ward's fueplace. His death was kept secret. Only his father was
informed and he must not mention it at home. The food brought for the
deceased was taken and divided among the others of his group.
Camp Organization
The boys remained in the camp for about three months. They were
supervised by the members of the previous initiation who were called
bagokane (teachers) or badisa (shepherds). The bagokane of each ward
were responsible for its own boys, referred to as younger brothers. They had
to stay at the camp throughout the ceremonies. Their biggest taboo was that
none of them should sleep at home or have sexual relations during this time.

For each ward there was an elderly man termed rnolobe (leader) who
had the task of instructing the boys of his group. He was chosen for his
good moral character and recognized knowledge of tribal law. The rnolobe
of the royal ward was in charge of the camp as a whole. He decided what
the boys should do each day and was their principal instructor. He regulated
the slaughter and distribution of meat. The chief and other initiated men
only visited from time to time but did not remain continuously. Only those
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who had been initiated could come close to the camp. They had to correctly
respond to passwords before being admitted.
The boys were fed mostly on food sent from home. Their bogobe
(porridge) was cooked at home in a special fireplace in a special pot that was
not used for any other purpose. Nobody else in the family could eat this
food. The porridge was put in the mogopo (foodbowl) normally used by the
boy when at home and was brought for him. This was done twice daily, in
the morning and evening. The women of each ward usually went together to
a certain tree that was still some distance from the camp. They left it there
and it was collected by the bagokane. The ladies could also bring beer for
the older men, but neither the bagokane nor initiates were allowed to drink
it. The ladies could also supply other foods such as watermelons, sugar
cane, maize, and milk if they were available. The father or maternal uncle of
each boy contributed an ox, sheep, or goat for the boys of his ward. The
traditional doctor smeared tshitlho with the chyme of every animal that was
killed to prevent anybody using it for sorcery or witchcraft. The boys of
each ward ate together around their fireplace. The men ate separately. The
boys had to eat in a certain way, cutting the porridge with the side of this
hand and scooping it out with the palm of this hand. This method of eating
was called mokekero. When the boys were given meat they received it from
an elderly man and a mogokane. The man held the meat in his left hand and
a moretlwa cane in his right hand. The mogokane cut off a small piece of
meat and offered it to the boy. As soon as the boy took the meat and put it
in his mouth the elderly man hit him with the cane. "It is the law that they
must be beaten."
Daily Routine
F or the first four to seven days after circumcision the boys stayed in
the camp. They spent the days in the shade because some of their wounds
were so sore they could hardly walk. On the fifth day they went to the river
to wash their wounds. Each mogokane who accompanied them had a
medicinal powder called mogoke that was provided by the camp doctor. No
matter how sick they felt they could not stay at the camp. During these first
few days, the boys were taught various songs. One song was:
Mabye keale,
There are the hills,
antshitse ditlhogo,
showing their summits,
reaatamela.
we are approaching them.
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This means, "Even though we now feel sore, the time is near when we shall
be free of pain." They smeared their bodies every morning with a mixture of
fat and the ashes from their fires, and every evening with butterfat, which
was supplied from their homes.
When all the boys felt better they spent more and more time in the
bush. They were awakened very early in the morning and bathed in the
river. They returned bringing water and firewood for the camp. Then the
bagokane went to fetch the food and did any other cooking that was
necessary. During this time the boys gathered around the central tree to
receive teaching from the principal molobe. Immediately afterwards they
were all beaten. Then they went to their own fires, smeared their bodies
with fat and ashes, and ate.
They were taken to the bush by their bagokane. They spent the day
hunting small game, killing them with their clubs. They rested sometimes to
practice dikorna (initiation songs) or to recite the laws they had learned in
camp. They sang and shouted loudly so that any uninitiated person would
be warned to stay away. Any uninitiated person who intruded would most
likely be attacked. The boys returned in the afternoon with the game they
had killed. Each one also brought firewood for the central campfire. The
animals were delivered to the principal rnolobe and were eaten by the men.
While the bag okane went to fetch food again, the boys were instructed and
beaten again at the central tree. Afterwards they ate, and danced and sang
before going to bed. The people at home in the village were supposed to
hear them singing so loudly that they knew they were still alive.
Instruction and Discipline
During the ceremony the boys were taught various rnelao or rules of
conduct, and also tribal songs of war and triumph (dikorna and rneepelane).
The words of these songs were supposed to be kept secret. The laws were
also taught in the form of songs (dipina) and proverbs which often had
hidden meaning known only to those who were initiated. Around the central
tree in the evening, the principal rnolobe stated a single law to them and
explained it. He repeated it until all said they understood it and would
remember it. Then he made them lie down and they were all beaten "in
order to impress the law on them." They repeated it over and over around
their ward fireplaces or while in the bush. Those unable to recite it and
explain it satisfactorily were beaten by their ward rnolobe or bagokane.
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Then, in the same way, they were taught another new law. Towards the end
their leader, the chiefs son, was made to recite all the laws they had learned
and was beaten afterwards. Occasionally, the chief would come to the camp
to speak to them about the behavior expected of them as men.
The following were among the rules of conduct taught to them:
1. Obey your elders and especially your parents.
") Pay attention to the family cattle and herd them carefully.
3. Get up early in the morning at home to light the fire at your local kgotla.
4. Obey your elder brothers.
5. Don't abandon your father's ward and relatives.
6. Marriage laws, such as the duty of the eldest son to cohabit with junior
widows so the family will not die out.
7. Do not associate with disobedient children.
8. Rules of sexual behavior:
Don't sleep with a woman who is menstruating
Don't sleep with a woman who is pregnant by somebody else
Don't sleep with a woman who recently had a miscarriage
Don't sleep with a woman who is much older than yourself
Intercourse with any such woman will make you sick or you may die
Don't sleep with women of other wards or villages.
If you impregnate someone from outside you will have to pay
compensation
9. While in the camp you must always sit on your knees (tsweya) and not on
your buttocks
10. While in the camp you must sleep on your back and not on your side (this
was to keep them from infecting their wound).
Breaking these last two laws resulted in a beating. After recovering
from circumcision the boys were often beaten, either while learning the laws
or for breaking the laws of camp discipline or failing to the learn the laws
properly. All beatings were administered inside the camp and none were
given out in the bush. If it was known that a boy, as a magwane, previously
had sexual experience with any girl he was beaten severely until he wept
violently. Any man could come along and thrash those boys when he
wanted to. Beating was the only punishment inflicted in the camp.
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Aggregation (Return to Society) Rites
During the last few weeks, preparations were made for the termination
of the bogwera ceremony. New clothes were made at the boys' homes,
especially by the maternal uncles. Some say they made their own clothes
from the skins of animals killed during the camp, or they made kilts from
cactuses. Their mothers sent a calabash of fat and letsoku (red clay), and
they put this on their bodies before going to bed. They were no longer
beaten so that their bodies would become smooth. During this time each
boy had to compose his own leboko (praise-poem). He had to memorize the
verses and recite them from time to time to his bagokane. They could also
help him if he lacked the inventiveness to compose his leboko alone.
On the morning of the final day in camp, the boys anointed their
bodies and put on their new clothes. They lined up by rank and were
doctored with tshitlho in the same way as before they were circumcised.
The ash dumps and all the fireplaces were doctored. Then they lined up
outside the camp and the principal molobe told them they were now men and
their boyhood remained behind in the camp. They were addressed by some
of the old men and by the chief who gave them the name of their mophato.
They abandoned the camp in the afternoon. The boys and older men
left first and the boys were told not to look back. The bagokane remained
and set fire to the huts and the fence until nothing was left but ashes. The
boys and men waited at some distance until the bagokane came, and then
they all proceeded home together. The initiates were surrounded by the
others and men from the village came out to join them when they saw the
smoke of the fire. If any boy died at the ceremony, his father or other close
relative went ahead, carrying the calabash of ointment sent for him. He went
to the boy's home and smashed the calabash on the entrance gate before his
wife. Then she knew her son was dead, but she was not allowed to mourn
him during that day.
As the boys and their escorts passed through the village the women
lined the streets to sing and applaud. The unmarried girls washed and
anointed themselves and wore fancy new clothes. The procession went to
the chief's kgotla where the chief and tribal elders were waiting for them.
As they entered the kgotla the men sang:
.
Bana balone kebao,
Here are your children,
galeare rebajele,
don't say we ate them,
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batseyeng, kebao,
take them, here they are,
galeare rebajele,
don't say we ate them,
kebao, kebao,
here they are, here they are,
galeare rebajele.
don't say we ate them.
The men and boys then sat down while all around them people were
rejoicing. The chief stood up and repeated that they are now men and no
longer boys. A senior advisor announced to the assembly the name of the
mophato. Then the people of each ward take their boys to their ward kgotla
where they have prepared food for them. While the old men look on each
boy must recite his praise-poem.
This homecoming ceremony is called bogwera boaloga (the initiation
is taken out of seclusion). The boys were then referred to as dialogane,
makolwanyane, or batsokwane, meaning those who have just been initiated.
For several nights they sleep in the visitors' hut at their kgotla. Every
afternoon their relatives and friends corne to entertain them. After about a
week the dialogane were told to go back to their cattleposts.
A second stage of bogwera took place about six months later when the
youths were called from their cattleposts. This stage lasted only a few days.
They went into the bush where they had to recite the songs and laws they
had learned, and in the evening they slept at their ward kgotlas. The next
day they went into the bush again to cut down a very tall tree. It was
decorated by making black and white stripes on it. The pole was taken to
the chief s kgotla and after it was smeared with tshitlho by the traditional
doctor it was planted in the kraal adjoining the kgotla. The youths sang and
danced around the pole until midnight. After this time the youths were
given permission to marry. It was understood that the leader of the mophato
had to marry first, and until he had done so no other member could marry.
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